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For John Ritch and Christina Ritch


“When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.”

THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, JULY 4, 1776 

“In those days, our Declaration of Independence was held sacred by all, and thought to include all; but now, to aid in making the bondage of the negro universal and eternal, it is assailed, and sneered at, and construed, and hawked at, and torn, till, if its framers could rise from their graves, they could not at all recognize it. All the powers of earth seem rapidly combining against him. Mammon is after him; ambition follows, and philosophy follows, and the Theology of the day is fast joining the cry. They have him in his prison house; they have searched his person, and left no prying instrument with him. One after another they have closed the heavy iron doors upon him, and now they have him, as it were, bolted in with a lock of a hundred keys, which can never be unlocked without the concurrence of every key; the keys in the hands of a hundred different men, and they scattered to a hundred different and distant places; and they stand musing as to what invention, in all the dominions of mind and matter, can be produced to make the impossibility of his escape more complete than it is.”

ABRAHAM LINCOLN, JUNE 26, 1857

“At any time, the South can raise, equip, and maintain in the field, a larger army than any Power of the earth can send against her, and an army of soldiers–men brought up on horseback, with guns in their hands. . . . No, you dare not make war on cotton. No power on earth dares to make war upon it. Cotton is king. . . . The Senator from New York said yesterday that the whole world had abolished slavery. Aye, the name, but not the thing; all the powers of the earth cannot abolish that.”

SENATOR JAMES HENRY HAMMOND, OF SOUTH CAROLINA, MARCH 4, 1858

“Our best people do not understand the danger. They are besotted. They have compromised so long that they think principles of right and wrong have no more any power on this earth.”

JOHN BROWN, 1859



TIMELINE OF MAJOR EVENTS
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	March 4, 1853:

	Inauguration of Franklin Pierce as president




	May 30, 1854:

	Kansas-Nebraska Act passes the Congress




	October 4, 1854:

	Lincoln speaks against the Kansas-Nebraska Act at the Illinois House of Representatives




	February 8, 1855:

	Lincoln, the Whig candidate for the U.S. Senate, recognizes he lacks the votes in the state legislature to win, and throws his support to the antislavery Democrat Lyman Trumbull to defeat the pro-Douglas candidate




	August 16, 1855:

	Andrew Reeder, the first territorial governor of Kansas, removed by President Pierce for his objections to fraudulent elections




	September 28, 1855:

	New York Republican Party created out of fusion of Whigs, Democrats, and Free Soilers




	October 7, 1855:

	John Brown arrives in Kansas




	October 23, 1855:

	Free state settlers meet at Topeka to adopt a constitution banning slavery in the territory, elect a governor, and designate Andrew Reeder its congressional delegate




	November 1855:

	Wakarusa War in Kansas between free state and proslavery forces




	December 25, 1855:

	Christmas dinner at Maryland home of Francis P. Blair to found the national Republican Party




	February 22, 1856:

	The Know Nothing Party, or American Party, nominates former president Millard Fillmore as its presidential candidate




	February 22, 1856:

	First national convention of the Republican Party takes place at Pittsburgh




	February 22, 1856:

	Lincoln writes the platform at a meeting of antislavery editors at Decatur as the founding document of the Illinois Republican Party and calls for its first convention




	March 12, 1856:

	Stephen A. Douglas submits his report on Kansas to the Senate




	May 19–20 1856:

	Charles Sumner delivers his speech to the Senate, “The Crime Against Kansas”




	May 21, 1856:

	Missouri Ruffians led by former senator David Rice Atchison sack the Kansas free state capital of Lawrence




	May 22, 1856:

	Congressman Preston S. Brooks of South Carolina canes Charles Sumner in the Senate




	May 24–25, 1856:

	John Brown and his men murder five proslavery settlers at Pottawatomie, Kansas




	May 29, 1856:

	Lincoln delivers his “Lost Speech” as the keynote of the founding convention of the Illinois Republican Party




	June 6, 1856:

	James Buchanan defeats Stephen A. Douglas at the Democratic Party national convention to win nomination as the presidential candidate




	June 19, 1856:

	John C. Frémont nominated as the first Republican Party presidential candidate; Lincoln’s name put into nomination for vice president but loses to William Dayton, a former U.S. senator from New Jersey




	November 4, 1856:

	James Buchanan elected president




	March 4, 1857:

	Inauguration of James Buchanan as president




	March 6, 1857:

	Chief Justice Roger B. Taney issues decision in the Dred Scott case




	June 12, 1857:

	Douglas defends the Dred Scott decision in a speech at Springfield




	June 15, 1857:

	Fraudulent election in Kansas elects proslavery delegates to a constitutional convention




	June 26, 1857:

	Lincoln assails the Dred Scott decision in a speech at Springfield, declaring of the captive slave, “All the powers of earth seem rapidly combining against him.”




	August 24, 1857:

	The Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company collapses, triggering an economic panic




	October 19, 1857:

	Proslavery delegates meeting at Lecompton to ratify a Kansas constitution legalizing slavery




	November 26, 1857:

	Kansas territorial governor Robert J. Walker confronts President Buchanan at the White House on the Lecompton Constitution and is rebuffed




	December 3, 1857:

	Douglas visits Buchanan at the White House, demands he reject the Lecompton Constitution as a violation of “popular sovereignty,” and is threatened by the president that he will be “crushed”




	December 8, 1857:

	Buchanan endorses the Lecompton Constitution in his first annual message to the Congress




	December 9, 1857:

	Douglas denounces Buchanan in a speech before the Senate




	December 11, 1857:

	Frederick P. Stanton, acting territorial governor serving in Walker’s absence, dismissed by Buchanan




	December 15, 1857:

	Walker resigns as territorial governor




	December 21, 1857:

	Fraudulent referendum in Kansas approves the Lecompton Constitution




	January 4, 1858:

	Free state Kansas legislature conducts a referendum that overwhelmingly rejects the Lecompton Constitution




	February 2, 1858:

	Buchanan submits Lecompton Constitution to the Congress to approve for admission of Kansas as a slave state




	March 4, 1858:

	Senator James Henry Hammond of South Carolina declares in a speech, “Cotton is king”




	April 1, 1858:

	The House of Representatives rejects the admission of Kansas as a state under the Lecompton Constitution




	April 30, 1858:

	The Congress passes the English bill stipulating a new referendum on the Lecompton Constitution




	June 17, 1858:

	Lincoln delivers his “house divided” speech in accepting the Republican nomination for the Senate




	August 2, 1858:

	Kansas voters by a large margin reject the Lecompton Constitution




	August 21, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Ottawa, Illinois




	August 27, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Freeport




	September 15, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Jonesboro




	September 18, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Charleston




	October 7, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Galesburg




	October 13, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Quincy




	October 15, 1858:

	Lincoln-Douglas debate, Alton




	November 2, 1858:

	Douglas reelected, Lincoln defeated




	November 4, 1858:

	The Illinois Gazette of Lacon publishes an editorial: “Abraham Lincoln for President in 1860”




	January 5, 1859:

	Inner circle of Lincoln men meet at the Illinois State Capitol and propose running Lincoln for president or vice president




	April 7, 1859:

	Illinois Republican State Committee meets at Bloomington, decides to support Lincoln as a presidential candidate and to keep him in the background for the moment




	April 1859:

	Lincoln secretly buys a German language newspaper, the Illinois Staats-Anzeiger




	September 1859:

	Douglas publishes an article in Harper’s Monthly, “Popular Sovereignty in the Territories”




	September 13, 1859:

	Senator David C. Broderick, Democrat of California, a Douglas ally, killed in a duel with California Supreme Court chief justice David Terry, ally of Senator William Gwin, Democrat of California, an enemy of Douglas




	September 1859:

	Lincoln speaks in Ohio cities, following Douglas, in off-year election campaign; Republicans sweep statewide offices




	October 12, 1859:

	Lincoln receives a telegram inviting him to speak to a group of Republicans in New York




	October 16–18, 1859:

	John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry




	December 2, 1859:

	John Brown hanged




	February 27, 1860:

	Lincoln poses for a photograph at the studio of Mathew Brady in New York City




	February 27, 1860:

	Lincoln delivers speech at the Cooper Union: “Right makes might”




	April 30, 1860:

	Seven Southern state delegations walk out of the Democratic Party national convention at Charleston to stop Douglas’s nomination and protest the failure to endorse the Alabama Platform in favor of the extension of slavery to the territories




	May 3, 1860:

	The Democratic Party national convention at Charleston adjourns without nominating a candidate




	May 9, 1860:

	Illinois Republican convention nominates Lincoln for president; he is dubbed “The Railsplitter”




	May 10, 1860:

	Constitutional Union Party convention nominates John Bell of Tennessee for president and Edward Everett of Massachusetts for vice president




	May 18, 1860:

	Republican Party national convention at Chicago nominates Lincoln for president




	June 18–23, 1860:

	Democratic Party national convention reconvenes at Baltimore, refusing to seat Southern delegations that had bolted at Charleston; nominates Douglas for president




	June 23, 1860:

	National Democratic Party convention at Baltimore, comprised of Southern bolters, nominates Vice President John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky for president and Senator Joseph Lane of Oregon for vice president




	November 6, 1860:

	Lincoln elected president




	December 20, 1860:

	South Carolina secedes from the Union







CAST OF MAJOR CHARACTERS
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PRESIDENTS

Zachary Taylor, 12th President

Millard Fillmore, 13th President

Franklin Pierce, 14th President

James Buchanan, 15th President

THE SENATE

David Rice Atchison, Missouri, Democrat, president pro tempore, F Street Mess

Edward D. Baker, Oregon, Republican, former Illinois congressman and friend of Lincoln

James A. Bayard, Delaware, Democrat

Judah P. Benjamin, Louisiana, Democrat

Jesse Bright, Indiana, Democrat, president pro tempore

David C. Broderick, California, Democrat

Andrew Butler, South Carolina, Democrat, F Street Mess

Simon Cameron, Pennsylvania, Democrat/Know Nothing/Republican

Salmon P. Chase, Ohio, Republican

Clement Clay, Alabama, Democrat

John J. Crittenden, Kentucky, Whig/Know Nothing

Jefferson Davis, Mississippi, Democrat

Stephen A. Douglas, Illinois, Democrat

William Pitt Fessenden, Maine, Republican

Henry S. Foote, Mississippi, Democrat

John C. Frémont, California, Republican candidate for president 1856

William M. Gwin, California, Democrat

John P. Hale, New Hampshire, Republican

James Henry Hammond, South Carolina, Democrat, former governor

Robert M.T. Hunter, Virginia, Democrat, F Street Mess

Preston King, New York, Republican

Joseph Lane, Oregon, Democrat, National Democratic candidate for vice president 1860

James M. Mason, Virginia, Democrat, F Street Mess

William Seward, New York, Republican

John Slidell, Louisiana, Democrat

Charles Sumner, Massachusetts, Republican

Lyman Trumbull, Illinois, antislavery Democrat, Republican

Benjamin Wade, Ohio, Republican

Henry Wilson, Massachusetts, Republican

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

William Barksdale, Mississippi, Democrat

Thomas Hart Benton, Missouri, Democrat

Francis P. Blair, Jr., Missouri, Republican

Preston S. Brooks, South Carolina, Democrat

Anson Burlingame, Massachusetts, Republican

Schuyler Colfax, Ohio, Republican

Henry A. Edmundson, Virginia, Democrat

Galusha Grow, Pennsylvania, Republican

Thomas Harris, Illinois, Democrat, friend of Douglas

Philemon Herbert, California, Democrat

Laurence M. Keitt, South Carolina, Democrat

Edwin Morgan, New York, Republican

James L. Orr, South Carolina, Democrat, Speaker of the House

Roger Pryor, Virginia, Democrat

William Richardson, Illinois, Democrat, friend of Douglas

John Sherman, Ohio, Republican

Alexander H. Stephens, Georgia, Whig/Democrat

Thaddeus Stevens, Pennsylvania, Whig/Republican

Eli Thayer, Massachusetts, Republican, founder of New England Emigrant Aid Society

Robert Toombs, Georgia, Whig/Democrat

Clement Vallandigham, Ohio, Democrat

Elihu Washburne, Illinois, Republican, friend of Lincoln

David Wilmot, Pennsylvania, Democrat/Republican

Robert C. Winthrop, Massachusetts, Whig, Speaker of the House

ALABAMA

John Forsyth, editor of the Mobile Register

William Lowndes Yancey, fire-eater, author of the Alabama Platform

ILLINOIS

William B. Archer, former state legislator, Whig/Know Nothing/Republican

Edward L. Baker, editor of the Illinois State Journal

William H. Bissell, former Democrat, first Republican governor

Orville Hickman Browning, lawyer, former state legislator, Whig/Republican

Jacob Bunn, merchant, funder of Lincoln’s campaigns

John Whitfield Bunn, merchant, funder of Lincoln’s campaigns

Theodore Canisius, editor of the Illinois Staats-Anzeiger secretly owned by Lincoln

J.O. Cunningham, editor of the Urbana Union, Republican

David Davis, judge of the Eighth Circuit, Lincoln’s convention manager

T. Lyle Dickey, judge, Whig

Adele Cutts Douglas, wife of Stephen A. Douglas, grand-niece of Dolley Madison

Jesse K. DuBois, former state legislator, Whig/Republican, state auditor

Zebina Eastman, abolitionist editor of the Free West

Jesse W. Fell, lawyer, publisher of the Bloomington Pantagraph, educator, abolitionist, Whig/Republican

Joseph Gillespie, former state legislator, Whig/Know Nothing/Republican

Jackson Grimshaw, lawyer, Republican

Ozias Hatch, former state legislator, state secretary of state, Republican

Friedrich Hecker, German revolutionary, Republican presidential elector

William Henry Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner

Abraham Jonas, former state legislator, Lincoln law associate

Norman Judd, state senator from Chicago, chairman Republican State Central Committee

Gustave Koerner, German American leader, former judge on the state Supreme Court, lieutenant governor, Democrat/Republican

Ward Hill Lamon, Lincoln law associate

Stephen Trigg Logan, Lincoln’s former law partner, Whig/Republican

Owen Lovejoy, abolitionist, Republican and congressman

James H. Matheny, Springfield lawyer, Lincoln’s best man at his wedding, Whig/Know Nothing

Joseph Medill, editor of the Chicago Tribune

Richard J. Oglesby, lawyer, planner of the Illinois Republican convention 1860

John M. Palmer, former state legislator, Democrat/Republican

Ebenezer Peck, state legislator, Republican

Henry B. Rankin, Lincoln-Herndon law clerk

Charles H. Ray, editor and publisher of the Chicago Tribune

George Schneider, editor of the Illinois Staats-Zeitung

John Locke Scripps, reporter for the Chicago Democratic Press, records Lincoln’s autobiography

James W. Sheahan, editor of the Chicago Times

John Todd Stuart, Lincoln’s former law partner, Whig

Leonard Swett, Lincoln law associate

Leonard Volk, sculptor

John “Long John” Wentworth, mayor of Chicago, Democrat/Republican

Henry Clay Whitney, Lincoln law associate

Richard Yates, congressman, governor, Whig/Republican

KANSAS

George W. Brown, editor of the Herald of Freedom

John Calhoun, proslavery surveyor general

Mark Delahay, free state newspaper editor, Lincoln’s distant cousin

John W. Geary, third territorial governor

Samuel Jones, proslavery sheriff

Samuel Lecompte, proslavery judge

Andrew Reeder, first territorial governor

Charles Robinson, free state governor

Sara Robinson, wife of Charles Robinson

Wilson Shannon, second territorial governor

Frederick P. Stanton, deputy to Governor Walker

Robert J. Walker, fourth territorial governor, former U.S. senator from Mississippi, former secretary of the treasury

MASSACHUSETTS

Charles Francis Adams, Conscience Whig, son of President John Quincy Adams

John A. Andrew, lawyer, Republican, governor

Frank W. Bird, businessman, Republican power broker

Caleb Cushing, Pierce’s attorney general, chairman of the Democratic national convention 1860

Ralph Waldo Emerson, philosopher, abolitionist

Edward Everett, former governor, senator, and president of Harvard

Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Unitarian minister, member of the Secret Six

Samuel Gridley Howe, social reformer, member of the Secret Six

Abbott Lawrence, industrialist, influential Whig

Amos A. Lawrence, industrialist, funder of the New England Emigrant Aid Society

Theodore Parker, Unitarian minister, member of the Secret Six

Benjamin Roberts, African American lawyer

George Luther Stearns, industrialist, abolitionist donor, member of the Secret Six

Henry David Thoreau, writer, abolitionist

George Ticknor, Harvard professor, social arbiter of Boston

NEW YORK

August Belmont, U.S. head of Rothschild bank, uncle of John Slidell’s wife, Buchanan’s campaign manager 1856

John Bigelow, editor of the New York Evening Post

William Cullen Bryant, editor of the New York Evening Post

Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune

James S. Pike, reporter for the New York Tribune

Henry J. Raymond, editor of the New York Times, lieutenant governor of New York

Dean Richmond, cochairman of the New York Central Railroad, Democratic power broker

Henry Villard, reporter for the New Yorker Staats-Zeitung, New York Tribune, and New York Herald

Thurlow Weed, editor of the Albany Evening Journal, Seward intimate, Whig, and Republican political boss

Walt Whitman, former editor of the Brooklyn Eagle, author Leaves of Grass

Fernando Wood, mayor of New York City, grand sachem of Tammany Hall

SOUTH CAROLINA

Christopher G. Memminger, commissioner for secession

Robert Barnwell Rhett, editor of the Charleston Mercury

VIRGINIA

John Minor Botts, former congressman, Whig/Know Nothing, Unionist

George Fitzhugh, editor of the Richmond Enquirer, author of Sociology for the South, or The Failure of Free Society

Edmund Ruffin, fire-eater, author, agronomist

Henry A. Wise, governor

SLAVES AND FREE BLACKS

Mary Mildred Botts, child emancipated by Charles Sumner

Anthony Burns, fugitive slave captured in Boston

Frederick Douglass, fugitive slave, author, abolitionist, confidant of John Brown

Margaret Garner, fugitive slave who killed her child rather than submit her family to slavery

Polly Mack, free black in Springfield who sought out Lincoln to free her son about to be sold as a slave in New Orleans

John Shelby, free black from Springfield, held captive in New Orleans to be sold as a slave, his liberty purchased by Lincoln; son of Polly Mack

ABOLITIONISTS

Gamaliel Bailey, editor of The National Era newspaper in Washington, D.C.

Henry Ward Beecher, pastor of the Plymouth Church of Brooklyn

Lydia Maria Child, Boston abolitionist, poet, author, journalist

Margaret Douglass, Virginia schoolteacher jailed for educating blacks

William Lloyd Garrison, editor of The Liberator

Julia Ward Howe, abolitionist, wife of Samuel Gridley Howe

Wendell Phillips, Boston abolitionist

Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Theodore Weld, assistant to Congressman John Quincy Adams, author, organizer

JOHN BROWN’S RAID

Jeremiah G. Anderson, white member of Brown’s band, killed

Osborne Perry Anderson, free black member of band, escaped

Fontaine Beckham, mayor of Harpers Ferry and B&O agent, killed by Brown’s men

Thomas Boerley, grocer, killed by Brown’s men

John Brown, revolutionist, executed

Oliver Brown, son of John Brown, member of band, killed

Owen Brown, son of John Brown, member of band, escaped

Watson Brown, son of John Brown, member of band, killed

John Edwin Cook, white member of the band, executed

John Anthony Copeland, Jr., free black, student at Oberlin College, executed

Barclay Coppoc, white member of the band, escaped

Edwin Coppoc, white member of the band, killed Mayor Beckham, executed

Hugh Forbes, English soldier of fortune

Shields Green, fugitive slave member of the band, executed

Albert Hazlett, white member of band

George H. Hoyt, Brown’s defense attorney

Thomas Jackson, major and professor, Virginia Military Institute

John Henry Kagi, white member of the band, killed

Lewis Leary, free black member of the band, killed

Robert E. Lee, colonel of U.S. Marines

Willie H. Leeman, white member of the band, killed

Francis Jackson Meriam, white member of Brown’s band, conduit to the Secret Six, escaped

Dangerfield Newby, black member of the band, killed

James Redpath, reporter for the New York Tribune

Franklin Sanborn, secretary of the Massachusetts Kansas Aid Committee, member of the Secret Six

Hayward Shepherd, black railway porter killed by Brown’s men

Gerrit Smith, funder of abolitionist causes and John Brown, member of the Secret Six

Aaron Stevens, white member of Brown’s band, executed

J.E.B. Stuart, lieutenant of U.S. Marines

Stewart Taylor, white member of band, killed

Dauphin Thompson, white member of band, killed

Will Thompson, white member of band, killed

Charles Plummer Tidd, white member of band, escaped

Lewis W. Washington, great-grandnephew of George Washington, held as hostage

REPUBLICANS

Edward Bates, St. Louis lawyer, Whig/Know Nothing, candidate for Republican presidential nomination 1860

Francis Preston Blair, member of President Andrew Jackson’s Kitchen Cabinet, founder of the national Republican Party

Lewis Clephane, business editor of The National Era, organizer of the Republican Club of Washington, D.C.

Andrew G. Curtin, Republican candidate for governor of Pennsylvania, Lincoln supporter

William Dayton, former U.S. senator from New Jersey, Republican candidate for vice president 1856

Jessie Benton Frémont, daughter of Thomas Hart Benton, wife of John C. Frémont, campaign manager

Hinton Rowan Helper, author, The Impending Crisis: How to Meet It

Henry S. Lane, Republican candidate for governor of Indiana 1860, Lincoln supporter

Alexander K. McClure, Pennsylvania newspaper editor and Curtin’s campaign manager

Carl Schurz, German language newspaper editor, friend of Lincoln

Caleb Smith, former congressman from Indiana, Lincoln supporter

Gideon Welles, editor of the Hartford Press, Democrat/Republican, Lincoln supporter

DRED SCOTT CASE

Montgomery Blair, son of Francis P. Blair, Dred Scott’s attorney

Taylor Blow, son of Dred Scott’s original owner, who emancipated him after the decision

John Catron, associate justice of the Supreme Court, friend of James Buchanan

Benjamin R. Curtis, associate justice of the Supreme Court, dissenter in the Dred Scott case

Robert C. Grier, associate justice of the Supreme Court, friend of James Buchanan

Reverdy Johnson, defense attorney in the case before the Supreme Court, former attorney general

John McLean, associate justice of the Supreme Court, Republican candidate for president in 1856, dissenter in the Dred Scott case

John Sanford, owner of Dred Scott

Dred Scott, slave who sued for his freedom

Harriet Scott, slave, Dred Scott’s wife

Roger Taney, chief justice of the Supreme Court, author of the Dred Scott decision

THE BUCHANAN ADMINISTRATION AND ENTOURAGE

Samuel L.M. Barlow, Wall Street financier and political funder

Jeremiah Black, attorney general, former judge on the Pennsylvania Supreme Court

John C. Breckinridge, vice president, former member of Congress, presidential candidate of the National Democratic Party 1860

Lewis Cass, secretary of state, former senator from Michigan

Howell Cobb, secretary of the treasury, former governor of Georgia, former Speaker of the House

John B. Floyd, secretary of war, former governor of Virginia

John W. Forney, Pennsylvania newspaper editor and political operative

Harriet Lane, niece of Buchanan and acting first lady

Jacob Thompson, secretary of the interior, former congressman from Mississippi

Isaac Toucey, secretary of the navy, former congressman from Connecticut

LINCOLN’S FAMILY

Ninian Edwards, Jr., brother-in-law, married to Mary’s sister, Whig/Democrat

John Hanks, cousin

Mary Lincoln, wife

Robert Todd Lincoln, son

Thomas “Tad” Lincoln, son

William Wallace “Willie” Lincoln, son



PART ONE

THE PRESENT CRISIS
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“We see dimly in the Present what is small and what is great . . .”

JAMES RUSSELL LOWELL, “THE PRESENT CRISIS”



CHAPTER ONE

THINGS FALL APART
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In 1850, the Union was proclaimed to have been saved again in a great compromise that removed slavery as a controversy from national politics. President Millard Fillmore declared it nothing less than “the final settlement.” The issue tearing the country apart, whether the vast territory conquered in the Mexican War would be slave or free, was no longer to be a matter of debate. “We have been carried in safety through a perilous crisis,” Franklin Pierce announced at his inauguration on March 4, 1853.
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Franklin Pierce



    The Compromise of 1850 settled the borders of Texas and admitted California as a free state, and avoided determining the status of New Mexico until far into the future. Only a few agitators trying to shield fugitive slaves from being returned to their masters under the new federal law continued to be nuisances. Slavery as a question that would divide the country was now safely consigned to the past as it had once before.

    Most importantly, this new compromise left sacrosanct the Compromise of 1820, the Missouri Compromise, the original “final settlement.” The Missouri crisis had aroused all the issues and arguments revived in the crisis in the aftermath of the Mexican War. The admission of Missouri as a slave state would upset the balance of eleven free and eleven slave states. Its admittance would also establish a precedent for admitting further Western states as slave states. The Northern objection was mirrored in Southern fears that the entire West would be denied to slavery and the balance of power inevitably shifted. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams wrote in his diary that the Missouri problem was “a flaming sword . . . a mere preamble—a title page to a great tragic volume.” He believed it was based in the Constitution’s “dishonorable compromise with slavery,” a “bargain between freedom and slavery” that was “morally vicious, inconsistent with the principles upon which alone our revolution can be justified.” He prophesied that “the seeds of the Declaration are yet maturing” and that its promise of equality would become “the precipice into which the slave-holding planters of his country sooner or later much fall.” In the Senate, the Southerners’ anxiety that slavery might be prohibited in the territories assumed a hostility congealed into ideology against the egalitarian premise of the Declaration of Independence. Senator Nathaniel Macon of North Carolina, the former Speaker of the House, posed the question, “A clause in the Declaration of Independence has been read declaring that ‘all men are created equal’; follow that sentiment and does it not lead to universal emancipation?” The Declaration, Macon stated, “is not part of the Constitution or of any other book” and there was “no place for the free blacks in the United States.” Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky managed to hammer together a narrow majority for a compromise that brought in Maine as a free state to balance the slave state of Missouri and established a line restricting slavery north of 36°31’ latitude excepting Missouri. The debate inspired a sense of panic in Thomas Jefferson retired at Monticello. “This momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I considered it at once as the knell of the Union.”

Jefferson’s nightmare hung over the Senate debate of the Compromise of 1850, filled with frightful images of death, premonitions of catastrophe, and curses of doom if slavery were allowed to persist as a vital issue. The Great Triumvirate of Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and John C. Calhoun, the representative political men of their age, hurled lightning bolts from their Olympian heights. Henry Clay, young Abraham Lincoln’s “beau ideal of a statesman,” who invented the power of the Speaker of the House, who as a senator crafted the Compromise of 1820, who served as secretary of state, and who was nearly elected president, warned that the nation stood “at the edge of the precipice before the fearful and disastrous leap is taken in the yawning abyss below, which will inevitably lead to certain and irretrievable destruction.” Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, the Godlike Daniel, the voice of “liberty and Union, one and inseparable, now and forever,” whose framed picture hung in Lincoln’s law office, cautioned, “Secession! Peaceable secession! Sir, your eyes and mine are never destined to see that miracle. The dismemberment of this vast country without convulsion! . . . Sir, he who sees these States, now revolving in harmony around a common center, can expect to see them quit their places and fly off without convulsion, may look the next hour to see the heavenly bodies rush from their spheres and jostle against each other in the realms of space without producing a crash of the universe.” John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, whose stunning career included every office—congressman, senator, secretary of war, vice president, secretary of state—but the one he coveted most—president of the United States—sat wrapped wraithlike in a black cape on the Senate floor. The great nullifier, who insisted the states had preeminent authority over the federal government, objected to any compromise that would thwart the extension of slavery anywhere in the country, an “injustice” which he called the “oppression” of the South. “No, sir,” he prophesied, “the Union can be broken.” Calhoun’s acolyte, Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, in opposing the admission of California as a free state, threatened, “If sir, this spirit of sectional aggrandizement, or if gentlemen prefer, this love they bear for the African race, shall cause the disruption of these states, the last chapter of our history will be a sad commentary upon the justice and the wisdom of our people.” Calhoun died less than a month after his final appearance in the Senate. Clay and Webster were dead within two years. The old order passed. By then Secretary of War Jefferson Davis was the power behind the president.

Two years earlier, in 1848, a different sort of warning was delivered in the House of Representatives from a backbench congressman, Abraham Lincoln of Illinois, in a bloodcurdling speech that attempted to get to the root of the crisis created by the Mexican War. Lincoln called himself “a Proviso man,” after the Wilmot Proviso, an act that would prohibit slavery in all the seized territory, which he voted for numerous times but that never passed the Congress. Opening the West to slavery had roiled politics for a decade. In 1844, Lincoln had supported Henry Clay’s presidential campaign against the annexation of Texas, which Clay called “wicked.” Clay lost to James K. Polk of Tennessee, who launched the Mexican War that gained territory that would become the states of California, Nevada, Utah, and parts of Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming. The balance of political power between North and South, slave states and free, hung on whether slavery would be extended into what was called the Mexican Cession or halted in its tracks.

Lincoln the “Proviso Man” rose to challenge the narrative of the war in order to undermine the legitimacy of slavery extension. He insisted that the origin of the war was fraudulent and demanded the evidence for the “spot” where it began. Lincoln the devotee of Shakespeare described President Polk as a Macbeth-like despot, “deeply conscious” of his guilt and stained by blood he could not wipe away—“he feels the blood of this war, like the blood of Abel, is crying to Heaven against him . . . and trusting to escape scrutiny, by fixing the public gaze upon the exceeding brightness of military glory—that attractive rainbow, that rises in showers of blood—that serpent’s eye, that charms to destroy.” Polk’s message on the war that had opening the issue of the extension of slavery, said Lincoln, was “the half insane mumbling of a fever-dream.”

For Lincoln’s criticism of the war the newspaper owned by his longtime rival, Senator Stephen A. Douglas, dubbed him “Ranchero Spotty”—“ranchero” being the word for Mexican guerrilla fighters—tainting his patriotism. Lincoln served only one term. He had run for office continually since the age of twenty-three, risen to become the Whig Party floor leader in the state legislature, the leading Whig of his state, but he was thrust out of politics. Isolated in his two-man law office in Springfield, he gloomily stared for hours as he contemplated a life he considered would be insignificant. “How hard, oh! How hard it is to die and leave one’s country no better than if one had never lived for it!” he despaired to his law partner, William Henry Herndon. Lincoln could not anticipate that after he sank from public view to the county courthouses of central Illinois he would be “thunderstruck and stunned” by Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 that unhinged the basic structure of politics and “striking in the direction of the sound” would launch on a journey that would miraculously carry him to the presidency.

Lincoln’s reinvention required that he invent a whole new politics. He would temper his melancholy and disappointment into the base metal of his determination. He had to break free from past political bonds, focus his concentrated intellectual powers entirely self-taught to reframe political argument, forge a completely new party from the wreckage, draw together in a common enterprise men who hated and distrusted each other, from abolitionists to Old Whigs, from Democrats to Know Nothings, overcome after suffering defeat after defeat and one famous and powerful opponent after another, and through his mastery in the whirlwind create new “powers of earth” to struggle against the greatest power in the country, the Slave Power, “all the powers of earth.”

Lincoln would have to begin by rising from the ashes of the Whigs. The Compromise of 1850 split the Whigs between its Northern and Southern wings, and by 1852 it was no longer a viable national party. Its candidate, General Winfield Scott, nominated in the Whig tradition of forwarding military heroes to compensate for its incoherence, stumbled to the worst showing in presidential elections. The Whig Party never recovered from its defeat in the 1852 election. It cracked beneath Lincoln’s feet. But the realignment of politics was not yet apparent.

On March 1, 1853, during the week that Washington put on its finery for the inauguration of a new president, Lincoln deposited $310 in fees gained from his law practice into an account at the Springfield Marine and Fire Insurance Company. The day before the inauguration he bought a wheelbarrow for work around his house on the corner of Eighth and Jackson Streets. On March 8, his mind was on “a little Ejectment case” coming up in the Edgar County Circuit Court. He could not attend and asked a colleague whether he could handle the matter. “I have been paid a little fee. Now I dislike to keep their money without doing the service; and I also hate to disgorge.”



In a time of peace and prosperity, after more than a decade of war and panic, Franklin Pierce swept into the presidency in the greatest landslide in the country’s history—greater than Thomas Jefferson’s, greater than Andrew Jackson’s. Handsome and charming, well-educated and well-spoken, Pierce at forty-eight years old was the youngest man ever to attain the highest office. He had a “fascination of manner that has since proved so magical in winning him an unbounded personal popularity,” wrote the novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne, his classmate at Bowdoin College and biographer. “Few men possess anything like it; so irresistible as it is, so sure to draw forth an undoubting confidence, and so true to the promise which it gives.”

Pierce recited his inaugural address from memory to universal admiration. Few of those warmed by the sun in the crisp air at the dawn of the new era on March 4, 1853, felt the barest shiver of convulsions to come. The fortunate president did not have the slightest hint that the members of the Congress cheering him on that cloudless day would unravel the peace and bring about his downfall, or that he would fecklessly cooperate in his own undoing to precipitate the crisis before the war. Four years after assuming office, on his way out, Pierce simply remarked to his private secretary, Sidney Webster, “There’s nothing left to do but to get drunk.”

“So amiable, so friendly in his manner, so affectionate,” a friend observed about the new president. It was a warm description of a nice boy. He had no log cabin. Pierce was the product of a privileged upbringing with a powerful, alcoholic father and provocative, unstable mother. Good things happened for him effortlessly. The hidden hand of his early success was Benjamin Pierce, a gruff Revolutionary War hero, “the General,” and governor of New Hampshire, who stage-managed his son’s anointment as Speaker of the New Hampshire House of Representatives at the age of twenty-seven and glided him into seats in the Congress and the Senate.

Southern senators welcomed Franklin Pierce into their club in 1837 as a pluperfect and pliable Northern man of Southern sympathy. He could have retained his place forever as an unmemorable fixture like a flickering sconce in the Senate chamber. Then, abruptly, he quit. His stern wife was determined to rescue him from a life of depravity.

Jane Appleton Pierce, the daughter of the president of Bowdoin College and the niece of Amos Lawrence, the wealthy Massachusetts mill owner, had a visceral distaste for politicians, whom she regarded as common and grimy, and blamed her husband’s chronic drunkenness on his association with the riffraff. Once, attending a Washington theater, the pleasant Pierce recklessly threw himself into a brawl. He sometimes discovered himself waking up in a daze of blinding hangovers, inevitably followed by bouts of self-reproach and apologies until he would repeat the cycle. Mrs. Pierce demanded that he leave the Senate, believing she was saving his soul and protecting her family reputation.

Death opened another door. On the eve of the 1852 presidential contest, one of Pierce’s mentors and the favorite son of the New Hampshire Democrats, Supreme Court justice Levi Woodbury, who had run unsuccessfully for the presidential nomination in 1848, suddenly expired. The Concord Cabal, the political directorate of New Hampshire’s Democratic Party, acting almost in loco parentis, brought Pierce forward to the starting gate as a dark horse candidate. He easily raced past a stable of stumbling “old fogies” without giving the slightest offense to those left in the dust. None resented the upstart because he fulfilled each one’s desire to deprive the prize to the others, especially to the most dangerous rival of all—that dynamo of raw ambition, Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, thirty-nine years old, nine years younger than the youthful Pierce.

Pierce’s levitation was a marvel of political preferment that allowed him to transcend his vagueness without the slightest mental focus. His wife, above all, understood him. When a breathless messenger reached the Pierces with news of his nomination as they were placidly touring the landscaped tombs of the Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, she fainted.

Even before Pierce arrived in Washington, his natural optimism was knocked off-kilter. During the transition the tragic death of his only surviving son, slipping just out of his grasp in a bizarre railroad accident in New Hampshire, sent his emotionally fragile wife into reclusive mourning and him back to the brandy bottle. She wore black to the inauguration and the ball was canceled.

Pierce’s effortless ascent lifted him into the presidency, but poorly prepared him for its rigors. While he promised almost everyone whatever they asked of him and wished to satisfy all sides, he often failed to deliver the goods and seemed genuinely hurt when people expressed disappointment. There was little political rhyme or reason to his frequently broken personal pledges. “He was so absurdly false to his promises, that, where it did not cut too hard, it was positively ludicrous,” wrote one influential Democrat. Pierce’s boyish impulse for ingratiation heightened his wishful thinking, his predominant mode of thought. Upsetting anyone or anything was the last thing he ever sought, and so he upset nearly everyone and everything. Whenever there was not a happy ending, he was baffled. Paradox and complication perplexed him. He was confounded not only when he failed to deliver but also when he did.

While the others clawed at each other during the struggle for the nomination, Pierce’s passivity had allowed him to escape unscathed. But once he became president his well-intentioned gestures to smooth over his party’s fissures perversely pried them open. With the bounty of patronage spread before the Democrats their hatreds reemerged with a vengeance.

The crack-up appeared first within the New York party, whose endless fractious hostilities went back at least to the beginning of the Republic, to Aaron Burr’s founding of Tammany Hall, which he had used to undermine Alexander Hamilton. In 1848, antislavery Democrats joined with political abolitionists to create the Free Soil Party, which was organized to oppose the extension of slavery in the Mexican Cession. The New York Democratic faction, known as the Barnburners or the Softs, was instrumental in nominating former president Martin Van Buren of New York, who had been denied the Democratic nomination, as the Free Soil candidate. He was an unlikely standard-bearer of the cause. As president, Van Buren had been resolutely pro-Southern and proslavery in sympathy. After the election Van Buren returned to his usual position and the Free Soil Party disintegrated. Pierce’s patronage to the Softs was his effort to let bygones be bygones. He wished to reunite the party around him and the new consensus. But his goodwill enraged the proslavery Hards.

Nothing was forgotten and nothing forgiven. The Hards retaliated by torpedoing Pierce’s nomination of former senator John A. Dix, a leading Soft, as secretary of state. Then the Hards launched into pitched battle against the Softs for control of the patronage-rich New York Custom House, assailing Pierce as a betrayer for failing to hand them every job. The Hards, meanwhile, attempted to wreck Pierce’s next appointment to be secretary of state—William L. Marcy, the New York party warhorse, former governor, senator, and secretary of war—the old Jacksonian who had coined the phrase: “To the victor belong the spoils.” Marcy’s crime had been to call for party unity. To the spoils belonged the victor.

From the beginning, Pierce was dependent for emotional support and political guidance on his Mexican War comrade, who, completing the sympathetic bond, would also lose a beloved son. “How I shall be able to summon my manhood and gather up my energies for all the duties before me, it is hard for me to see,” Pierce confided to Jefferson Davis on the eve of his inauguration. The former senator from Mississippi, scion of plantation wealth, was an imperious aristocrat with the streak of a martinet, who instinctively reacted to differences of opinion as though they were mortal attacks on his sacred honor and occasionally threatened duels. Suffering from an incurable venereal disease, herpes simplex 2, which rendered him periodically blind for weeks at a time, his rigidity redoubled. Davis, however, was a man of vision—of a vast slave empire encompassing Cuba, the Caribbean, and Latin America, and a transcontinental railroad linking the South to the West, which would be drawn into slavery. For all intents and purposes, Secretary of War Jefferson Davis was the acting president of the United States.

Within a year of Pierce’s overwhelming election his popularity unraveled in a downward spiral of factional fighting over the patronage that he mishandled through political ineptitude to alienate all sides. His advent had been hailed by “cheering events” and “unparalleled unanimity,” when “not a voice was heard to disparage the President-elect,” according to the proslavery New York Herald. “Twelve months have elapsed, and now not a voice, save those of hirelings, utters a syllable in his praise. He has forfeited the esteem of a whole people, broken every pledge he gave, violated each separate promise of his inaugural, trampled on the sentiment which elected him, plunged the country into disorders whose issue appalls the most stout-hearted, and for all this has earned the indignant reproaches of an injured Nation. His government has fallen lower after ten months of office than any of its predecessors ever fell in four years.”

Pierce was discredited even though his party controlled every branch of government and the opposition was smashed into pieces. It was not the opposition party that ripped apart Pierce’s presidency; it was broken from within.

Yet only minor tremors were enough to cause his fall from grace. The volcanic eruption was yet to come. Soon the fissures of the political earth would crack open. The molten elements of politics—ambition, influence, and reputation—would pour onto the landscape. Those raw elements were personified in the single most disruptive character in American politics, the perpetual rival to one and all—the once and future rival of Abraham Lincoln.

Pierce pointedly excluded one man from the patronage—Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, the wild child banished to the dark forest. But Douglas would not be denied. The attempt to isolate him only made him free-ranging and menacing. He took every sign of Pierce’s weakness as an incentive, every deprivation of patronage as an insult. Douglas had no motive to play for anyone but himself, which was his natural instinct. With almost every speech and gesture, he battered down the limits and conventions of politics. Douglas had been the chief floor manager of the Compromise of 1850, but he could not help himself from undoing it, reopening the issue of slavery and unhinging his party.



CHAPTER TWO

VAULTING AMBITION

[image: Image]

“Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself . . .” 

SHAKESPEARE, MACBETH

Stephen A. Douglas had not yet turned forty years old when he observed the fortunate, popular, and incapable Franklin Pierce swear to the oath of office of president. Douglas’s whole being was consumed with envy that Pierce should be the one standing on the Capitol Portico with his right hand raised and his left one on the Bible. His frustration stoked the furnace of his ambition, beyond resentment, anger, and vengeance—it was a rage for power rooted in wounded pride.
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The Little Giant projected himself as “the spirit of the age,” an irresistible force of nature and fate, carried forward on the whirlwind of industrialization and the gale of Manifest Destiny. After Henry Clay faltered both politically and physically handling the Compromise of 1850, which crumbled in his frail hands, the younger Douglas assumed its management as Senate floor leader, masterfully passing it. Never was the transfer of power from one generational leader to another within the Congress more sudden and dramatic. The curtain came down on one and rose for the other. For Clay, the abruptness was a poignant moment of decline; for Douglas, it was a ruthless ascent. Immediately after passage of the Compromise, he maneuvered through passage of the Illinois Central Railroad Tax Act, establishing the first federally chartered railroad corporation, stretching from the lakeshore of Chicago (whose real estate he sold at a windfall profit for the right-of-way) to the Gulf of Mexico, an alternate Mississippi River on wheels.

In his assault to capture the Democratic presidential nomination in 1852 he inflicted damage on himself that never healed. His campaign systematically insulted almost every major figure within the party. The name-calling was vicious, childish, and, worst of all, often deadly accurate. Douglas’s offense against the party’s elders, the “old fogies,” as he called them, remained vivid as a forewarning of the ever-present threat of his still radiant political promise, his vibrant youth, boundless energy, legislative skill, stunning accumulation of power through his linkage to far-flung financial and industrial interests, and astounding feats of oratorical bombast, bellowed in floor performances of name-calling, illogic, flying spit and sweat, accompanied by shouting in a drumbeat, and flinging about the word “nigger.” Imposing and intimidating, the Little Giant’s heights of demagogy highlighted his underlying anxiety.

Even before Pierce’s inauguration Douglas began planning his campaign to seize the 1856 Democratic presidential nomination. His scramble was already frantic. Douglas’s previously unmarred confidence was tinged with desperation. Seeking to recover his untarnished glimmer he burned with an ever more intense nervous energy. The death of his wife, Martha, in January 1853, shortly after Pierce’s election, brought home to Douglas his mortality. He was always driven and uncontrollable, but now he was compelled and haunted. His drinking got worse and appearance shabby as it would during his cycles of stress.

Then Douglas conceived an even more stupendous feat to transport his ambition to the White House, the construction of a transcontinental Pacific railroad. He had strategically invested in real estate to profit from both potential central and northern routes, dealing in his fellow legislators North and South, and was the beneficiary of his close relationships with bankers from Washington to Wall Street to Chicago. But there was an obstacle. The railroad must cross land that stretched a thousand miles from the western border of Missouri to the continental divide of the Rocky Mountains. In order to lay track across the Great Plains, which was federal territory, an act of Congress was required. Lining the pockets of Douglas’s fellow politicians was only one part in lining up the politics.

The Kansas and Nebraska territories, commonly referred to solely as Nebraska, were north of the line established in the Compromise of 1820—the Missouri Compromise—that had permitted admission of Missouri as a slave state but no other above that demarcation. The territory north of the line was a vast land containing what would ultimately become not only the states of Kansas and Nebraska, but also South Dakota, North Dakota, Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana. If admitted as states under the terms of the Missouri Compromise their representatives and senators would decisively tilt the balance of power against the South, and almost inevitably a large Northern majority in the Congress would pass legislation against the expansion of slavery.

When Douglas as chairman of the Senate Committee on Territories originally filed his bill to organize the Nebraska territories he triggered a bidding war. Singlehandedly he broke the dam of the Compromise of 1850 that had been constructed to quarantine slavery from national politics. From the moment Douglas introduced his bill, he lost control to Southerners who seized the opening to repeal the Missouri Compromise. While the notion that the federal government could not interfere with slavery as a “local” institution in the Southern states was a nearly universal consensus except among a tiny fringe of abolitionists, the Southern Rightists insisted that their “liberty” could not be restricted anywhere. They used Douglas’s bill to erase the line prohibiting slavery in the North as only a preliminary step to nationalizing it.

Douglas hailed his Nebraska Act (as it was often called) as a glorious new dawn of democracy, which he marketed under the phrase “popular sovereignty,” a watery concept he raised to a high principle and waved as his banner. Whether or not a new territory would be slave or free, he argued, would be determined by the vote of its citizens. But just who those hypothetical people might be and what legal conditions might govern their decisions he could and would not say. Indeed, that lack of definition on the most important matters was at the heart of his doctrine. His ill-defined means were contrived to achieve his political ends. Both Southern Rightists and antislavery Northerners considered “popular sovereignty” to be little more than Douglas’s expedient gambit to advance his ambition. But a number of the most influential Southerners, even if they privately acknowledged his cynicism, grabbed Douglas’s Nebraska Act as a convenient mechanism for the conquest of Kansas, which would be secured when Missourians swooped across the state line to claim it for slavery. His concept was regarded as vacant as the territory of Kansas itself (the tribe of Wyandotte Native Americans who inhabited it conveniently overlooked). “Border Ruffians” rushed in to fill Douglas’s theoretical vacuum.



The first territorial governor, Andrew Horatio Reeder, a Democratic railroad lawyer from Pennsylvania, had no objection to slavery and even jocularly suggested he might bring his own slave to the territory, though he didn’t happen to own one. A dignified, portly figure with well-tended side-whiskers, upon his arrival in Kansas delivered a windy oration worthy of Polonius, hailing “our glorious Union” and the “vox populi” of popular sovereignty. He saw the New England Emigrant Aid Society, which funded antislavery settlers to travel to Kansas, as the only potential source of friction and that could be easily handled.

The first election in the territory, for a Kansas delegate to the Congress, on November 29, 1854, was the signal for an invasion of hundreds of heavily armed proslavery men from the western border counties of Missouri. They organized into groups called Blue Lodges and Sons of the South, equipped with weapons provided from state armories, and pledged to make Kansas a slave state. Threatening poll judges and intimidating free state men from voting, the Ruffians installed their favored candidate. Governor Reeder scheduled an election for the legislature for March 30, 1855. On that day more than five thousand men lubricated with whiskey, flying flags and banners, overran the polls to stuff ballots for what the free staters called the “bogus legislature.”

Reeder’s refusal to certify rigged elections came as a shock to the proslavery forces. His actual belief in the orotund phrases he had uttered about the popular will surprised all sides and infuriated the Missourians. Pierce summoned him to Washington to fire him.

Reeder’s replacement as territorial governor, Wilson Shannon, a former Democratic governor and congressman from Ohio, who had voted for the Kansas-Nebraska Act, appeared at a rally at Westport, Missouri, the headquarters town for the Ruffians, where he blessed the proslavery “bogus legislature” as legal and announced, “He was for slavery in Kansas.”

Abraham Lincoln feared the worst-case scenario, driven by those exploiting “the spirit of violence.” “That Kansas will form a Slave constitution, and, with it, will ask to be admitted into the Union, I take to be an already settled question,” he had written his friend Joshua Speed on August 24, 1855. “By every principle of law, ever held by any court, North or South, every negro taken to Kansas is free; yet in utter disregard of this—in the spirit of violence merely—that beautiful [Bogus] Legislature gravely passes a law to hang men who shall venture to inform a negro of his legal rights.”

Despite two invasions, the Border Ruffians failed to drive off the antislavery settlers, most of whom had been recruited to the territory by the New England Emigrant Aid Society in a deliberate effort to use the popular sovereignty concept to keep Kansas free. In September 1855, in Kansas, a gathering of Free Soilers, Whigs, and some Democrats formed a new political party, the Free State Party, under the banner: “A Free State; Opposition To Tyranny By Peaceable Measures First; When They Fail, By Force.” The newly formed party resolved, “That we owe no allegiance or obedience to the tyrannous enactment of this spurious Legislature. . . . the monstrous consummation of an act of violence, usurpation, and fraud.” Then the free state men reconvened at Topeka on October 23 to ratify a constitution emblazoned, “Slavery shall not exist in the state.” To accommodate the Democrats in the Free State coalition, however, the constitution banned free blacks. Governor Shannon, meanwhile, attended the founding of the proslavery Law and Order Party as a delegate, representing Lawrence, where he did not reside, and was elected the convention’s chairman. He informed the cheering crowd that the Topeka Constitution was “treasonable,” adding, “The president is behind you.”

In late November 1855, a series of startlingly tragic and absurd events precipitated yet another Ruffian invasion. In a dispute over a land claim, a proslavery man brutally murdered a free state man. The killer fled for safety to the sanctuary of Missouri. His protector was Samuel J. Jones, postmaster of Westport, the hotbed of the Ruffians, who had participated in the first invasion of Kansas to threaten election judges and destroy a ballot box, and was appointed sheriff of Douglas County (named after Stephen A. Douglas) by the “bogus legislature.” A contemporary Kansan historian described him as “the most consummate rogue” of “contemptible meanness.” Jones arrested the only eyewitness to the murder, a free state leader named Jacob Branson. But an armed band of free state men confronted Jones, rescuing the prisoner. The humiliated Jones informed Governor Shannon he faced “an open rebellion.” Then the governor summoned the militia to suppress it, though less than a hundred men answered his call, followed by an official order, a bugle call, to bring in about 1,500 heavily armed Missourians to exterminate the foe. They anticipated a turkey shoot. “We expect bloodshed,” read the editorial in the proslavery Squatter Sovereign newspaper, “and we . . . expect to wade in the blood of the abolitionists.”

The Ruffians descended on Lawrence bristling with muskets and Bowie knives, toting whiskey jugs to stoke their bravado, and expected to stage a swift massacre to settle the question of Kansas for good. They were stunned to encounter a well-drilled militia entrenched in breastworks and five forts, and wielding hundreds of Sharps rifles, the most modern, rapid-firing, and accurate long-range weapon in the world, of which the Ruffians had not one, aimed in their direction. They “will give us the victory without firing a shot,” the leader of the free staters Charles Robinson wrote Lawrence. The shaken Ruffians pleaded for intervention from the governor, who instead chose to negotiate. They felt Shannon, like Reeder, betrayed them. The Missourians sullenly retreated for the winter, losers of what was called the Wakarusa War, to prepare for a bloody spring offensive.

On January 15, 1856, the free staters named their own governor and legislature. Kansas was now divided by dual and dueling powers. There were two legislatures, two constitutions, and two armed camps. The proslavery party’s government had come into existence under federal legal authority, yet in defiance of the presidentially appointed governor and every rule of fair elections. The antislavery party’s government had no legal status but claimed the mantle of justice. Both claimed the other was illegitimate.

In February, Lincoln attended a meeting in Springfield, Illinois, to hear firsthand accounts from free state Kansans on the front lines. Lincoln spoke up, advising a political strategy against creating a separate government, unaware that the free staters had already done so in their effort to resist making Kansas a slave state. “You can better succeed with the ballot,” Herndon recounted him saying. “Let there be peace. Revolutionize through the ballot box. . . . Your attempt, if there be such, to resist the laws of Kansas by force is criminal and wicked; and all your feeble attempts will be follies and end in bringing sorrow on your heads and ruin the cause you would freely die to preserve!” When a subscription was taken up, Lincoln chipped in, “showing his sincerity,” and it was sent “to our friends in Kansas.”

Under Douglas’s exalted “popular sovereignty” free elections were being trampled. The congressional committee investigating the “troubles” in Kansas would conclude, “each election in the Territory . . . has been carried by organized invasion from the State of Missouri, by which the people of the Territory have been prevented from exercising the rights secured to them.”

The conflict on the distant plains of Kansas exposed the contradiction between Douglas’s doctrine and the squalid reality. His problem was not theoretical. Douglas had attached his fate to that of Kansas. He saw the opening of the 34th Congress as a new opportunity to recast the crisis and resolve his danger.



CHAPTER THREE

THE SPIRIT OF VIOLENCE
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Who names Douglas for the next President now?” mocked an editorial in the New York Times after the passage of his Nebraska bill provoked an outcry in 1854. Under the headline “The Prophet on the Nebraska Question,” the newspaper approvingly quoted the sermon of the famous Hartford theologian Horace Bushnell: “But tidings out of the East and out of the West shall trouble him; therefore shall he go forth with great fury to destroy and utterly to make waste, yet he shall come to his end and none shall help him.”
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“I could then travel from Boston to Chicago by the light of my own effigies,” Douglas would later observe during his 1858 campaign for the Senate against Lincoln, when he also boasted that he had envisioned his resurrection and his enemies’ demise. “I predicted that in less than five years you would have to get out a search warrant to find an anti-Nebraska man.”

Not quite two years after the New England evangelist had cast a malediction on him, Douglas announced he was seeking “perfect and complete vindication,” as he wrote to Howell Cobb, trying to ingratiate himself with the former Georgia governor. Cobb was one of the wealthiest slaveholders, just returned to the Congress where he had been Speaker of the House under Polk, and as establishment a Southern Democrat as there was. Despite the devastation of the Northern Democrats in the midterm elections of 1854, Douglas took heart from the comeback of Democrats in state contests the following year and the rapid dissolution of the Whig Party. Even as the anti-Nebraska forces claimed control of the U.S. House of Representatives, Douglas plotted his next presidential campaign. His prospective rivals seemed damaged and weak. Pierce was ruined, mainly for signing Douglas’s Nebraska bill, and Douglas believed he could rise on Pierce’s ashes.

“Douglas first!” was his new slogan, proclaiming his self-confidence. “Ohio is as sure for us as Illinois,” he wrote James W. Sheahan, whom he had installed as editor of the Chicago Times. Douglas intended to play the inside game rather than repeat the failed strategy of storming the citadel. For his campaign managers Douglas enlisted two seasoned politicos, David T. Disney, a former congressman from Ohio, and James W. Singleton, an Illinois state legislator and railroad builder by way of Virginia and Kentucky who had been an Old Whig. Singleton slyly filled Southern newspapers with letters touting Douglas, while Disney set up shop at New York’s Astor House, where he tried to forge peace between the proslavery Hards and antislavery Softs, hostile factions of the New York Democratic Party, to promote Douglas’s candidacy. But Disney could no more achieve an armistice between the scorpions in the bottle than had Pierce.

Still, Douglas believed the leadership of the Democratic Party was a vacuum that he alone could fill. The exhausted ambition of Secretary of State William L. Marcy had left his New York backers searching for an alternative. For two generations Marcy had been the towering Democratic figure in the state and a recurrent presidential hopeful. His disdain for Pierce, who treated him shabbily, and Buchanan, an old rival, exceeded his distaste for Douglas. Dean Richmond, Marcy’s key man and the vice president of the New York Central Railroad, traveled to Washington to confer secretly with Douglas. Richmond promised a winning scenario: if his delegation of Softs would be seated at the convention and the Hards were excluded, he guaranteed New York would vote as a unit for Douglas and deliver to him the nomination.

When the 34th Congress reconvened on March 4, 1856, Douglas stepped on to the stage for the first scene of the drama that he hoped would end with his inauguration as president. He had returned to Washington recovered from one of his periodic physical collapses brought on by his chronic alcoholism. (“It is well known in Chicago that he is a drunken little blackguard,” jibed the Cleveland Leader, a Republican Party newspaper tied to antislavery senator Benjamin Wade.) The Democratic majority anxiously awaited Douglas’s move. He planned to use his chairmanship of the Committee on Territories to deliver a report on Kansas to tout his “great principle” of popular sovereignty, and expected it would prove “a crusher, and would cut down Pierce completely,” according to his close ally, Congressman Thomas L. Harris of Illinois. Douglas’s presentation was carefully produced as the launch of his presidential campaign.

On March 12, Senator Andrew Butler of South Carolina formally requested that Douglas read aloud his entire report before the Senate. For two hours, Douglas held forth to make his whole constitutional, historical, and political case. It was a transparent bid for Southern support. He offered the Calhoun explanation of the Union as a compact of states with the “reserve right” of slavery.

Butler’s introduction and Douglas’s tribute to Calhoun suggested the tactical alliance that Douglas believed was essential for his next run for the presidency. He could not rise without the blessing of the Southern Democrats. They had blocked him from the Democratic nomination in 1852, but he had accomplished the Kansas-Nebraska Act with their cooperation.

Butler was an elder member of the F Street Mess, the epicenter of power in Washington, where the most powerful Southern senators, all chairmen of the most influential committees, resided together in a boardinghouse in the shadow of the Capitol. Butler was chairman of the Committee on the Judiciary. Secretary of War Jefferson Davis was an ex officio member of the F Street Mess. Individually each of these great beasts claimed the mantle of John C. Calhoun, the “cast-iron man” from South Carolina, who had died in 1850 but still cast his spell. Collectively the F Street Mess amounted to a Senate Select Committee on the Legacy of John C. Calhoun. After their deaths Clay’s and Webster’s influence waned along with their party. Only Calhoun’s shadow remained. His tragic odyssey and bleak vision foretold the radicalization of the South.

Calhoun’s definition of the highest form of civilization was a chain of hierarchy from master to slave. The crusader for states’ rights, nullifier of federal authority, and prophet of secession had proclaimed slavery nothing less than “a positive good” and condemned any compromise to restrain its reach. Sensing a darkening horizon lowering over the country as approaching mortality clouded over him, Calhoun furiously composed dense tracts filled with tortuous formulas to perpetuate minority rule over the majority.

Despite his manifestos Calhoun was no mere ideologue. His driven and dry logic was the distilled product of an embittered lifetime at the pinnacle of American politics. He was the antithesis of a rabble-rousing, tobacco-stained, populist provincial. Nor did he ever make any demagogic appeals to the poor white forgotten man. There was nothing homespun, naive, or commonplace about Calhoun. He was Yale educated, married into Charleston wealth, and a consummate politician operating in Washington for decades.
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In the deepest recesses of his brain and to the marrow of his bones Calhoun understood one thing above all: that slavery was power—economic power, political power, social power. Confining slavery to its regional cage would inevitably lead to a dwindling Southern political minority and force a crisis of its whole system. He knew that the future of the Slave Power depended on adroit mastery of the federal government’s inner levers, which as secretary of state he had manipulated in precipitating the Mexican War. He believed that slavery must become an imperial project claiming Cuba and other Latin American lands that would become slave states to tip the balance for the South. If Southern domination over the federal government was ever broken, there could be—should be—no Union. Peering into the abyss, he darkly predicted that the future loss of the executive branch to an antislavery president would trigger secession. Calhoun’s fatal damage outlived him. His overreaching failure provided a pessimistic and cautionary tale for Southern Rightists that they must eternally rule the Democratic Party and the citadel of the federal government to sustain their increasingly precarious power.

Anyone seeking to be the candidate for president of the Democratic Party had to span simultaneously the party’s Northern base and accommodate the Southern powers-that-be that constituted Calhoun’s living legacy. Pierce’s attempt to satisfy the Soft faction of the New York party through the patronage was sufficient for the F Street Mess to wreak retribution that early on hobbled his administration. And Douglas’s relationship with the Southerners was far more fraught than Pierce’s.

Despite his first wife’s ownership of a Mississippi plantation, which Douglas retained after she died through paperwork trying to disguise it, Southern aristocrats viewed his transparently concealed status as a large slaveholder as another aspect of his uncouth social climbing. No matter how brutal Douglas’s thrusts against antislavery senators, Southern legislators would never truly accept him as a member of their inner club. Douglas tried every device to court them, confiding in them, drinking with them, throwing his arms around them, and lining their pockets with lucrative real estate deals. They shared his company and shots of whiskey, but his gestures of intimacy only confirmed for Jefferson Davis and others like him Douglas’s unreliable and low character. To the Southerners, he was always undependable. His shifting positions, even when it momentarily appeased them, confirmed the suspicion. His “great principle” of popular sovereignty still remained anathema because he left open the possibility of the territories becoming free states. It did not take extraordinary insight to see through Douglas to his neediness. In private the Southerners spoke of him as a vulgar confidence man, “our little grog drinking, electioneering demagogue,” as Davis described him in a letter to Pierce in 1860. They would use him as far as he could be used, but they would never trust him. For all Douglas’s canniness he lacked the disinterested ability to see himself as others did.

The poor boy from Vermont who set off for Illinois to make his fortune could not escape being perceived as unrefined. Douglas’s meteoric rise from lowly Northern origins always made him seem suspect in Southern eyes. Douglas was the most brilliant, dynamic, and skillful Northern Democrat, but fatally flawed as his own man, an exemplar of Yankee individualism making himself on the frontier, unwilling to fall into line, and eternally erratic. It would not really have mattered to them if he were polished, distinguished, and cultured. Nor would his alcoholism have bothered them. But Douglas flamboyantly and unapologetically pursued his own interests, political and financial, and his supreme ambition defined him as a party unto himself. He owed no political debt for his rise to the Southerners. Yet Douglas needed the powers-that-be to attain his ultimate goal of the presidency. His schemes to put a host of Southern politicians into his financial debt did nothing to allay suspicion of him even as he enriched them. They happily pocketed the cash, while still regarding him as dubious. Douglas conceived himself as the true heir of Andrew Jackson, the still reigning spirit of Western democracy and his party. President Jackson had crushed Vice President Calhoun’s movement for states’ rights nullification of federal law and ambition to be president. He saw Calhoun’s maneuver as an attempted coup d’état. Calhoun hastily retreated in the face of Jackson’s threat of military force. To his dying day, Jackson regretted not hanging him.

Douglas wished to be the new Jackson, but was compelled to gain the tacit approval of Calhoun’s heirs. He had to hold the North while finessing the South. To realize his dream, he had to square the circle. The necessity of Douglas’s ambition within his party dictated his deliberate ambiguity. He spun out his doctrine of popular sovereignty as the simultaneous solution for the future of the Union and himself.

Douglas wrote his report on Kansas as a brief to appeal for Southern support even as he defended his doctrine. If popular sovereignty was the crux of democracy, for Douglas its core was the “right” of a new Northern state to choose slavery or not. He claimed that the Constitution granted each new state “the right . . . to decide the question of slavery for itself.” He insisted that popular sovereignty as applied to territories was rooted in the Constitution; that the Missouri Compromise had violated the Constitution because it “assumed to deny to the people forever the right to settle the question of slavery for themselves”; and that the Kansas-Nebraska Act restored “the cardinal principles of State equality and self-government, in obedience to the constitution.” His short history of the United States was bowdlerized to deny the basis on which Illinois itself was created a free state. He deliberately omitted mention of the Jefferson-inspired Ordinance of 1787 prohibiting slavery in the Northwest Territory, agreed upon in the Constitutional Convention and incorporated as one of the nation’s first laws. He knowingly ignored the legislative history behind the Missouri Compromise restricting slavery in the North. He purposely elided Jackson’s Proclamation Against Nullification condemning Calhoun’s states’ rights definition of the nation. He consciously failed to recall President Zachary Taylor’s resolve to close to slavery the territory gained through the Mexican War. Instead, he posited popular sovereignty as the Constitution’s original intent, carefully forgetting its recent origin, that the Democratic candidate in the 1848 presidential contest, Lewis Cass, had contrived it as a campaign gambit, which Douglas repackaged as an enduring principle. But he was unpersuasive in lifting it above controversy. Nearly everyone, whether antislavery or proslavery, considered his doctrine transparently self-serving. Douglas’s pastiche of Calhounism, fallacious history, and hackneyed legalisms were the talking points of his strategy to win Southern support and thereby the Democratic nomination. His tower of babble was a monument to his ambition.

Douglas built his intricate but rickety intellectual scaffolding to support his prosecutorial case against the antislavery forces in Kansas and defense of the Border Ruffians. He traced the source of violence threatening “the rights and liberties of the people” to a malevolent distant power engaged in an “act of aggression” in violation of “constitutional law,” and “in perversion of the plain provisions of an act of Congress passed in pursuance of the constitution” and “the laws of nations.” The native Vermonter finally identified the locus of subversion, the dangerous “foreign” menace to be the entire “State of Massachusetts,” which had authorized the Emigrant Aid Society. It was Massachusetts that was the “foreign State” seeking to impose “their own peculiar institutions,” twisting John C. Calhoun’s branding of slavery as the South’s “peculiar institution.” It was Massachusetts that was the tyranny trampling democracy. It was Massachusetts that would inspire foreign attack on the United States. “The same principle of action, when sanctioned by our example,” said Douglas, “would authorize all the kingdoms, and empires, and despotisms in the world to engage in a common crusade against republicanism in America, as an institution quite as obnoxious to them, as domestic slavery is to any portion of the people of the United States.”

Douglas’s accusation condensed into that single sentence a perfect illustration of his inimitable demagogic style: daring innuendo, false equivalence, bullying, absurd hypotheticals, and inverted meanings. He made it seem that those defending democracy in Kansas were its enemies and those suppressing it its defenders. Anyone attempting to engage Douglas on his own terms risked getting lost in the bramble of his mischief and made the object of his malice.

Douglas’s description of Massachusetts as an evil “foreign” power was central to his indictment. The “determined hostility” of the Emigrant Aid Society had aroused the reluctant opposition of the innocent citizens of Missouri, he said, having “created apprehensions that the object of the company was to abolitionize Kansas as a means of prosecuting a relentless warfare upon the institutions of slavery within the limits of Missouri.” The innocent Missourians were “excited by a sense of common danger to the necessity of protecting their own firesides from the apprehended horrors of servile insurrection and intestine war.” They were defending hearth and home from invading hordes of New England barbarians.

At the conclusion of Douglas’s tour de force, Senator Jacob Collamer of Vermont calmly stood to read the minority report into the record, refute his points, and propose the admission of Kansas as a free state under the antislavery Topeka Constitution. Then Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts took the floor.

“In the report of the majority,” Sumner said, “the true issue is smothered; in that of the minority, the true issue stands forth as a pillar of fire to guide the country.” He defended the Emigrant Aid Society from Douglas’s “assault,” declaring the society had “done nothing for which it can be condemned under the laws and Constitution of the land.” It was in fact Douglas, said Sumner, who had misrepresented the facts: “Very well, sir; a bad cause is naturally staked on untenable ground. You cannot show the misconduct. Any such allegation will fail. And you now begin your game with loaded dice.”

Douglas seized upon the gambling metaphor and upped the ante. “The Senator says that we begin our game with ‘loaded dice.’ I understand that to be a gambler’s phrase. He may be able to explain it; certainly it will require explanation before the majority of the Senate will be able to understand it. If he means that he is prepared to go to the country to justify treason and rebellion, let him go; and I trust he will meet the fate the law assigns to such conduct.” Douglas, who had been a judge on the Illinois Supreme Court, ruled Sumner guilty of “treason” and deserving a death sentence.

The New York Tribune reported that Douglas had threatened Sumner along with the “Free-State men of Kansas,” saying, “We mean to subdue you, sir.” The article, reprinted in the Chicago Tribune, agitated Douglas, and at his insistence the official record of the Congressional Globe may have been altered so that Douglas was recorded to have called for “submission to the laws and to the constituted authorities . . . and to punish rebellion and treason.” But the phrase—“We mean to subdue you”—assumed a life of its own, and it would never cease to haunt Douglas.

Two days later, Lyman Trumbull stood to make his maiden speech in the Senate. When Trumbull presented his credentials to the Senate, members of Douglas’s faction of the Illinois state legislature presented a petition asserting that he had been illegally elected because his term as a judge extended to 1861. It was a spurious nuisance claim swiftly dismissed by the Judiciary Committee as lacking merit, but it revealed Douglas’s fury at Trumbull’s presence.

Now Trumbull stood in the Senate to protest the government printing of Douglas’s report on Kansas without the minority report attached. Trumbull also emphasized that his election in Illinois was a repudiation of the repeal of the Missouri Compromise—by logical extension a repudiation of Douglas. Like Lincoln, Trumbull was intimately familiar with Douglas’s methods of invective and illogic. Both Trumbull and Douglas had been state judges; now Judge Trumbull judged Judge Douglas. For the first time in the Senate, an equal from his own state rose to challenge him.

Trumbull was a formidable figure in his own right, well-educated, talented, and skillful, a former judge on the state Supreme Court who had been swept into the U.S. House of Representatives in 1854 on the wave of opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act, but he owed his presence in the Senate entirely to the gesture of one man—Abraham Lincoln. He was there because Lincoln wished to thwart his lifelong rival, Stephen A. Douglas.

Yet another of the Kansas-Nebraska Act’s consequences was to destroy the Democratic majority in the Illinois state legislature, which elected U.S. senators. The new alignment drew challengers to Douglas’s suddenly vulnerable longtime ally, James Shields, who held the other Senate seat. “They don’t care two pence about Nebraska,” Shields confided to other Douglas men, “but Douglas they have sworn to destroy.” Trumbull emerged the leader of the anti-Douglas Democrats in Illinois, and in 1855 he threw his hat into the ring against Shields, but his support from anti-Douglas Democrats in the legislature only amounted to a handful, not close to win.

The Whig candidate, Abraham Lincoln, the last of the Whigs, like the last of the Mohicans, was the strong front-runner. When Shields faltered in the early balloting and Lincoln raced ahead, just short of a majority, the Douglas Democrats threw their backing behind the pliable and corrupt governor, Joel Matteson, who began bribing legislators. On the tenth ballot, as Lincoln’s numbers fell, he calculated he could not win, so in order to avoid a Matteson victory he instructed his followers to cast their ballots for Trumbull. Lincoln gracefully accepted his loss, gratified at the vicarious defeat of Douglas. “On the whole, it is perhaps as well for our general cause that Trumbull is elected,” he wrote his friend Congressman Elihu Washburne of Illinois. “The Neb. men confess that they hate it worse than anything that could have happened. It is a great consolation to see them worse whipped than I am.” Lincoln’s self-sacrifice to make Trumbull the senator became the foundation stone in the forging of the coalition that would become the Illinois Republican Party. Soon Lincoln would leave the husk of the Whig Party behind.

Standing on the floor of the Senate to confront Douglas, Trumbull declared he was not “frightened from a statement of what I believe to be the true condition of things in Kansas by the cry of insurrection and treason where none exist.” He called out Douglas for using the epithets “abolitionize” and “Black Republicans” in his report. “The veriest simpleton in your streets may cry out ‘Black Republican’ or ‘Abolitionist,’ ” Trumbull said. The former judge dismissed Douglas’s attempt to wrap his Nebraska Act in constitutional legitimacy as “not very material” and filled with “inconsistencies.” He ruled Douglas in contempt of logic, law, and history. “The men who framed our Constitution understood the English language,” he said.

Then Trumbull cited the antislavery Ordinance of 1787 that Douglas had conspicuously left unmentioned. Quoting at length a particularly dense passage of Douglas’s that justified the Missouri Compromise repeal, “maintaining the fundamental principle of equality among all the States,” Trumbull ridiculed it as an absurdity: “I would like to know from the committee what under heaven the organization of a territorial government in Kansas has to do with equality among all the States?”

Reading further portions from Douglas’s report, he systematically demolished his sophistry, especially Douglas’s doctrine of popular sovereignty: “that boasted principle of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which is claimed to be of such vital moment, has no sort of importance except for evil in consequence of its vagueness and uncertainty.” Never before had Douglas been treated so roughly within the Senate. But Trumbull was not done. He debunked Douglas’s skewed account of the Kansas conflict, citing chapter and verse of Border Ruffian violence, reading accounts from incendiary proslavery newspapers. “Had the Emigrant Aid Society been guilty of half the outrages which are here published to the world with impunity by the Missourians, do you believe the facts would have been smothered up by this report?”

When Trumbull concluded and as the Senate prepared to adjourn, Douglas went on the warpath. He played both the victim and the prosecutor in turning on Charles Sumner, who had not spoken that day. “Last year,” he said, “when the Nebraska bill was under consideration, the Senator from Massachusetts asked of me the courtesy to have it postponed for a week, until he could examine the question. I afterwards discovered that, previous to that time, he had written an exposition of the bill—a libel upon me—and sent it off under his own frank.” Douglas referred to the manifesto written by Senators Salmon P. Chase of Ohio and Sumner, “Appeal of the Independent Democrats,” that rallied antislavery opinion against Douglas’s bill as “a criminal betrayal of precious rights.”

Douglas wheeled on Trumbull to accuse him of appearing in the Senate under fraudulent pretenses. “I desire now to say a word upon another point. I understand that my colleague has told the Senate, as being a matter very material to this issue, that he comes here as a Democrat, having always been a Democrat. Sir, that fact will be news to the Democracy of Illinois. I undertake to assert there is not a Democrat in Illinois who will not say that such a statement is a libel upon the Democracy of that state. I undertake to say that there is not a man here . . .”

But before Douglas could continue his tirade, Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky interrupted him mid-sentence calling him to order. Crittenden claimed the mantle of Henry Clay, the legacy of the border state statesman. He had been Fillmore’s attorney general and drifted from stalwart conservative Old Whig to the nativist Know Nothing Party, which was popular in Kentucky. “I really think this debate is transcending all the rules of decorum which have been usually observed in the Senate,” Crittenden chided Douglas. He requested that Douglas stop accusing other senators of “libel” and instead show “respect.” Douglas replied that he would “keep myself within the rules; but I should have been better satisfied if the Senator from Kentucky, when the Black Republicans were denouncing us in coarse terms the other day, had arrested them for a want of courtesy towards the friends of the Constitution.” Having suggested Sumner hang for treason, Douglas demanded the imprisonment of “Black Republicans” for failing to show “respect” to him.

“I do not know to what the gentleman alludes,” Crittenden replied. Douglas pointed an accusing finger at Trumbull, guilty of “the most vulgar and coarse of all partisan assaults ever made on the Democratic side of the house by a senator on the other side.” Crittenden again tried to dampen Douglas’s rancor, explaining that he had called Douglas to order “with reluctance, exceeding reluctance,” warning him of his “personal language,” “whatever his passion may have prompted,” and appealing to him as a “distinguished senator,” with the “eyes of the public” upon “this body.” Crittenden admonished him, “We are not here for the purpose of personal encounter or personal vituperation. Questions of a personal character may be settled elsewhere. The floor of the Senate is not the place to settle them. . . . This is a matter on which I cannot be misunderstood.”

But Crittenden’s appeal to courtesy only incited Douglas to lash out at Trumbull’s “political character,” which “would be deemed by the Illinois Democracy a libel on them.” Then he struck out at Crittenden. “I am better capable of judging than the Senator from Kentucky. I do not regard him as good authority on the character of the Illinois Democracy,” he said. To prove his point, Douglas made another assault on Trumbull. “How can a man who was elected as an Abolition-Know-Nothing, come here and claim to be a Democrat, in good standing with the Democracy of Illinois?” That, he said, “means a Black Republican. My colleague is the head and front of Black Republicanism in Illinois in opposition to Democracy.”

An affronted Crittenden replied, “I cannot fail to think there was some purpose of a personal application in those reproaches and denunciations which it has pleased him, in the heroism of his eloquence. . . . I repel every denunciation of that sort, so far as it was aimed at, or was intended to embrace me, or those with whom I am associated. I repel it with scorn—utter scorn.” Douglas replied that he “distinctly said” he was discussing Illinois, where “every Know Nothing lodge adopted the abolition creed, and those were the ‘miserable’ factions by which my colleague was brought into power here.”

Trumbull leaped to his feet to refute Douglas’s “totally untrue” charges. “I am not to be driven into the defense of either Abolitionism or Know Nothingism. I have nothing to do with them.”

“I said he received every Abolition and every Know Nothing vote in the legislature,” Douglas shot back. “Does he deny the statement? He dare not.” On he went, “I say, it will be news to the people of Illinois to hear that he is a Democratic Senator in the Senate of the United States.” Then, charging Trumbull with attempting “to mislead the country as to the state of parties in Illinois,” he said, “I will not occupy the attention of the Senate further,” and would save “what strength I may have” to reply “to the champions of Black Republicanism, of whom, it seems, my colleague has become the chief.” He would “avoid as far as possible personal controversy.”

Trumbull was incredulous. It was “extraordinary to me,” he said, that after Douglas had insulted him he “should sit down with a declaration that he intends to avoid all personal matters. . . . Why did he provoke the controversy?” Again, Douglas accused him of being the candidate of “the Know Nothing and Abolition parties.” Again, Trumbull repelled his accusation. “I shall never permit him, here or elsewhere to make an assault on me personally, without meeting it with the best power that God has given me, feeble though it be.”

Now Douglas wheeled on Sumner for committing “a gross libel.” But Sumner insisted that the facts upheld his version of the incident. “The Senator has alluded to facts,” said Sumner. “I answer on facts.” Then the former Harvard professor made a classical reference. “Now, as to the character of the address—the senator has chosen to revive that ancient matter. He had better go, perhaps to the siege of Troy and revive that again.”

“Why do you not reprove your agitators on that side of the chamber,” Douglas replied, “who have been going back to the siege of Troy ever since the Nebraska bill was passed?” Finally, Douglas declared himself the victim in the fracas. “I am not the one who has disturbed the repose of the Senate.”

The rattled Senate adjourned.

The following week, on March 17, Douglas filed his statehood bill for Kansas. The election there, he insisted, was completely legitimate, the so-called “bogus legislature” was indeed the true government, and it should conduct its election of delegates to a convention to write a state constitution. In fact, the “bogus legislature” had already adopted the Missouri constitution, which protected slavery.

On March 20, Douglas took to the Senate floor to resume his diatribes. Trumbull, he charged, was guilty of “innuendo of unfairness,” and had invented “personal issues with myself for the purpose of diverting public attention from the great questions involved in this contest between the Democracy and allied forces of northern Know Nothingism and Abolitionism.”

Douglas flung his newly coined and racially charged phrases to tar the Republicans—the “Black Republican Party,” “Black Republicanism,” and the “Black Republican camp.” The free state men in Kansas, he added, were “an invading army from a foreign State”—“that things should be called by their right names—that revolution should be checked—that rebellion should be suppressed.”

The fundamental issue, Douglas said, was between his position, which “affirms the principles of non-intervention from without, and self-government within . . . while the other insists that the domestic affairs and internal concerns of the Territories may be controlled by associations and corporations from abroad. . . . They have succeeded by this system of foreign interference in producing violence, and bloodshed, and rebellion in Kansas.” He accused the “agents” of “mischievous schemes of foreign interference” to be operating with secret “political designs,” until “all disguise was thrown aside, and the purpose of the company openly avowed, to abolitionize Kansas, with the view of erecting a cordon of free States as a perpetual barrier against the formation and admission of any more slave States.” Douglas warned, “My opinion is that, from the signs of the times, and in view of all that is passing around us, as well as at a distance, there will be very little difficulty in arresting the traitors—and that, too, without going all the way to Kansas to find them!” Those “traitors” were in the chamber of the Senate. The Congressional Globe recorded: (“Laughter.”) But it was not laughter of derision but agreement.

Douglas built to a crescendo. “This Government has shown itself the most powerful of any on earth in all respects except one. It has shown itself equal to foreign war or to domestic defense—equal to any emergency that may arise in the exercise of its high functions in all things except the power to hang a traitor!” He appealed to a higher authority: “I trust in God that the time is not near at hand, and that it may never come, when it will be the imperative duty of those charged with the faithful execution of the law to execute that power.” But he proclaimed his resolve that “if treason against the United States shall be consummated, far be it from my purpose to express the wish that the penalty of the law may not fall upon the traitor’s head!” Off with Trumbull’s head! Off with Sumner’s!

Calmly and deliberately, Senator William Henry Seward of New York rose to oppose the admission of Kansas on the basis of the proslavery “bogus legislature” and to introduce a substitute based instead on the antislavery Topeka Constitution. Douglas’s histrionics hardly ruffled him. At his residence in Washington, Seward hosted dinner parties with an eclectic group of guests, occasionally including Douglas, featuring fine wine, good cigars, and indiscreet gossip. At his home in Auburn, New York, he and his wife, Frances, a highly educated woman and abolitionist, ran a station of the Underground Railroad for fugitive slaves. They also helped secretly fund Frederick Douglass’s newspaper, the The North Star. Above all, Seward was central within his party, its consummate politician. He had launched his career in the conspiracy-minded Anti-Masonic Party of upstate New York, a region that was also the seedbed of abolitionism, the evangelical Great Awakening, and Mormonism. Protégé and biographer of John Quincy Adams during the former president’s last phase as an antislavery crusader in the House of Representatives, Seward possessed the adroit political skills his hero lacked. Along with his alter ego with whom he bonded in the Anti-Masonic campaign, Thurlow Weed, editor and publisher of the Albany Evening Journal, Seward was the maker of New York’s Whig Party. Weed often operated from luxurious rooms at the Astor House on Broadway, padding like a large feline through politics with an acute sixth sense, listening, purring, and sniffing. “I once heard Seward declare,” recalled Gideon Welles, Lincoln’s secretary of the navy, “that ‘Seward is Weed and Weed is Seward. What I do, Weed approves. What he says, I endorse. We are one.’ ” Together they were “the firm,” as Horace Greeley, one of their early creations, called them. Greeley, however, fell out with “the firm” when they failed to slate him for lieutenant governor in favor of Henry J. Raymond, editor of the New York Times, that newspaper and its editor also among their inventions—both the Times and Raymond. Raymond was a reliable partner, unlike the mercurial Greeley, given to unpredictable bouts of grandiosity, hysteria, and sudden enthusiasms, and who would never forgive Seward for being passed over.

The history of “the firm” charted the rise and fall of the Whig Party. After Weed was instrumental in electing Seward governor of New York in 1838, the two men acted as prime movers behind every Whig presidential candidate. William Henry Harrison’s nomination and election in 1840 signaled their mastery of New York politics and emergence as national power brokers. Henry Clay’s candidacy in 1844, however, fell just short from defections in New York to the radical antislavery Liberty Party and local nativists who despised Seward.

Seward wore the badges and scars of his vast and varied experience, was both respected and despised, sometimes considered too radical and sometimes too crafty, clear in his purposes and ruthless in his tactics, appealing to a “higher law” than the Constitution against slavery even as he bid for control of the patronage at the New York Custom House. He was charged at the same time with holding dangerous principles and having none. Henry Clay said of him, after Seward abandoned the marked Clay for the unblemished military hero Zachary Taylor in 1848, “Mr. Seward is man of no convictions.” Like Clay, Seward had his beliefs, but was also adroit, sometimes too adroit. He was ironically coming to resemble Clay, who never reached the presidency, burdened with his past. An army of followers mobilized in Seward’s wake, but a phalanx of enemies, some former acolytes like the irascible Greeley, tracked after him. After the 1852 debacle, the Whig Party no longer functioned as a working organism. Seward and Weed tried to breathe life into the corpse, but the body had expired. “How strange the mutations of politics,” Seward wrote his wife.
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At Syracuse, on September 28, 1855, Weed choreographed a convention for the merger of a breakaway faction of Softs and the remnant of the Whigs into a new Republican Party. Greeley gave it a name; Raymond sat as a delegate. Seward consecrated the party in a speech delivered on October 12 at the State House at Albany. He excoriated “the privileged class” of slaveholders in control of the government. “The President of the United States is reduced to the position of a deputy of the privileged class,” he declared. Slavery would end, he prophesied, but the method was uncertain. “Slavery is not, and never can be, perpetual. It will be overthrown either peacefully or lawfully under this Constitution, or it will work the subversion of the Constitution, together with its own overthrow. Then the slaveholders would perish in the struggle.” Now Seward bade farewell to the Whig Party that had been his life’s work, reduced to a ruin.

Shall we report ourselves the Whig party? Where is it? “Gentle shepherd, tell me where?” Four years ago, it was a strong and vigorous party, honorable for energy, noble achievements, and still more for noble enterprises. In 1852, it was united and consolidated, and moved by panics and fears to emulate the Democratic Party in its practiced subserviency to the privileged class, and it yielded in spite of your remonstrances and mine. The privileged class, who had debauched it, abandoned it, because they knew that it could not vie with its rival in the humiliating service it proffered them; and now there is neither Whig party nor Whig south of the Potomac. . . . We have maintained it here, and in its purity, until the aiders and abettors of the privileged class, in retaliation, have wounded it on all sides, and it is now manifestly no longer able to maintain and carry forward, alone and unaided, the great revolution that it inaugurated. . . . Any party, when reduced so low, must ultimately dwindle and dwarf into a mere faction. Let, then, the Whig party pass. It committed a grievous fault, and grievously hath it answered it. Let it march out of the field, therefore, with all the honors.

Neither “true Democrats” nor “true Whigs” should raise “a stained banner, upon the other.” It was time for a new organization. “Its banner is untorn in former battles, and unsullied by past errors. That is the party for us.”

Back in Washington Seward was dismayed at the disarray. After attending an anti-Nebraska congressional caucus on March 12, 1856, he wrote Weed, “I came away with feelings of my own, sad and unhopeful. . . . It is manifest that here, the tone of anti-slavery feeling is becoming daily more and more modified, under the pressure of the ‘Know-Nothing’ influences. . . . I feel as if I was already half demoralized.” But, he observed, Kansas “may present an issue on which we can rally the party,” though he had no strategy.

Seward’s downcast letter to Weed was written the day after Douglas introduced his report on Kansas. The anti-Nebraska men had dissolved into squabbling, divided among antislavery Whigs, dissident Democrats, Free Soilers, and Know Nothings, and if left to their own devices might have endlessly emphasized their sectarian differences. But Douglas could not leave them alone. His ambition was impatient. He was intent on justifying what he had done in Kansas in order to advance his presidential campaign. His will to power forced upon his scattered adversaries new political realities they lacked the ability to create themselves. While the inchoate and nascent Republican movement had no acknowledged national leader, Douglas filled the vacuum, hectoring his opponents into common cause. The more he tarred them as “Black Republicans,” the more he galvanized them into becoming Republicans; the more he insisted on popular sovereignty as the means to take slavery off the agenda, the more he made slavery the unavoidable issue; the more he insisted on his unassailable correctness on Kansas, the more his position became contestable.

On April 9, Seward proposed admitting Kansas as a state based on the antislavery Topeka Constitution. His speech before the Senate was a carefully prepared brief, placing responsibility for the violence on the Border Ruffians, citing incident after incident, quotation after quotation, to prove his case. He compared Pierce to George III for imposing a tyranny and described his offenses in the style of the Declaration of Independence. He proclaimed the Topeka Constitution a “revolution” against “usurpation and tyranny,” “a remedy peaceful and simple.” And he dismissed Douglas’s doctrine: “Shall we confess that the proclamation of popular sovereignty was not merely a failure, but was a pretense and a fraud?” He finished with a dark vision of civil war. “Do you look through this incipient war quite to the end, and see there peace, quiet, and harmony, on the subject of slavery? . . . But if disunion could ever come, it would come in the form of a secession of the slaveholding States.” Then “the slaveholding power” would “have fastened his grappling irons upon the fountains of the Missouri and the slopes of the Rocky Mountains. Then that power would either be intolerably supreme in this Republic, or it would strike for independence or exclusive domination.” Then the “free States and slave States” would be “divided and warring with each other.” Then, when “we have forgotten moral right . . . we shall have become reckless of the obligations of Eternal Justice, and faithless to the interests of universal freedom.”

Douglas soon found a way to retaliate. When James Lane was named the free state U.S. senator and appeared with a petition for admission of Kansas under the Topeka Constitution, Douglas accused him of presenting an altered document without a provision that would prohibit free blacks. “You withheld the part you would not defend!” Douglas crowed at Seward. “I drove the Senator from New York to the wall on this point the other day. Let there be an end to this system of fraud.”

To Douglas’s intense displeasure three senators decided to tangle with him. His display of ferocity had not intimidated them. They were practiced politicians with the scars to prove it. Benjamin Wade of Ohio spoke up first. “Supposed the fact to be one way or the other, what differences does it make now?” he said. Douglas hardly frightened “Bluff” Ben. Wade, who embraced the forbidden label of “abolitionist” flung at him, was the former law partner of Congressman Joshua Giddings of the notorious boardinghouse known as “Abolition House,” had been an Ohio state senator, where he had opposed a state fugitive slave act in 1839, a stand for which he lost his seat, and had been a district court judge. An old Whig turned Free Soiler, Wade despised Fillmore and was friendly with Seward. He was renowned for his scorn and sarcasm. During the debate over the Compromise of 1850, Senators Andrew Butler of South Carolina and Archibald Dixon of Kentucky had ganged up on him, jibing whether, if he believed that “all men are created equal,” according to the Declaration of Independence, blacks and whites should work side by side. “By the law of God Almighty,” replied Wade, “your slave is your equal, and so you will find out at the day of judgment, though probably not before, at your rate of progress.” Now, acting like the judge he once was, he rejected Douglas’s objection to the Kansas free state petition as “immaterial,” adding, “Is it because you were driven from the real merits of the controversy?”

Senator John P. Hale, Pierce’s nemesis in New Hampshire, who had been prominent in the earliest antislavery party, the Liberty Party, next took on Douglas, dismissing his demagogy: “It does not seem to me to be possible that there can be any sophistry which can mislead anybody upon so simple a proposition.”

Then Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts confronted Douglas, who he charged, “has endeavored today to put some of us in a false position in regard to this question.” Of impoverished working-class origin and self-schooled, learning his trade as a shoemaker and campaigning as the “Natick cobbler,” Wilson was fervently antislavery. He built his own political organization on the loyalty of the Middlesex Regiment of the Massachusetts militia of which he was a colonel, published the Free Soil newspaper in Boston, and had been president of the State Senate. “I am proud of the name of ‘abolitionist.’ I glory in it,” he declared in 1846. Two years later, he defected from the Whigs to the Free Soil Party. Wilson was an adroit dealmaker and coalition builder, and the hidden hand behind the rise of Sumner to the Senate. Striking an alliance with the Know Nothings in the legislature in 1855, he installed himself in the Senate as the successor to the distinguished Old Whig Edward Everett, the cobbler replacing the president of Harvard.

“The Senator often talks to us about ‘abolition agitators,’ and ‘abolitionism,’ ” said Wilson to Douglas. But he “knows as well as I know” that he was distorting the position of senators “opposed to the extension of slavery and to the connection of slavery with the Federal Government.” Yet Douglas had persisted in his distortions. “Sir, this is not the first time, during the present session that the Senator from Illinois has indulged in the profuse use of mere partisan catch-words. These partisan phrases, I tell the honorable Senator frankly, are unworthy of him and of the Senate. He talks again today about ‘Black Republicans.’ This is a favorite phrase of the honorable Senator from Illinois. . . . He should leave such petty warfare to little men. . . . You may sneer at us as Abolition agitators. . . . We have passed beyond that. The people of this country are being educated up to a standard above all these little sneering phrases. We will accept your issue, but you will not, cannot subdue us. . . . You may vote us down, but we shall live to fight another day.”

Douglas jumped in on that line to depict his opponents as cowards. “He who fights and runs away, may live to fight another day,” he derided. “If we fall,” replied Wilson, “we shall fall to rise again.” Again, he urged Douglas “had better discuss this grave question without the application of taunts and epithets.” But Douglas fired back that it was Wilson who had “forgotten what was due to the proprieties of the Senate.” And he offered a new definition of the pejorative term “Black Republicans.” “The new creed,” he said, “adjures and ignores every question which has for its object the welfare and happiness of the white man—every question which does not propose to put the negro on an equality with the white man, politically and socially. . . . Every plank in their platform rests on a black basis—every clause relates to the negro. . . . I wish to call things by their right names. . . . For these reasons the whole country seem, by common consent, to recognize the propriety of calling this new party, the ‘Black Republican Party.’ ”

“We claim our principles are national,” Wilson replied. And Wade interjected that in the Republican-controlled House of Representatives a bill was being introduced to restore the Missouri Compromise—“the Jefferson proviso,” Wade called it, after the Ordinance of 1787—raising the icon of the Democratic Party against Douglas.

Douglas challenged these “Black Republicans.” “I wish to bring these gentlemen to the test,” he said. In the coming election, “the standard-bearer on our side” (whom Douglas hoped would be himself) would “take issue with you on every one of the points which you tender—‘no more slave State,’ ‘the repeal of the fugitive slave law,’ ‘the abolition of the slave trade between the States,’ and ‘the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia.’ Upon each and all of them you need have no fear that our candidate will not stand firmly, immovably and unequivocally, upon the Democratic platform.”

Douglas now threw the epithet of “abolitionist” at Seward. “If the Senator is aiming at the reputation of being a martyr to his cause, I think he is adopting the proper course. . . . I sense that the Senator from New York did not object to be called an Abolitionist. He was looking to the honors of martyrdom.” After threatening Trumbull with hanging for treason, he suggested Seward was looking to be strung up.

Then Douglas accused Wilson of the blackest of black accusations against a “Black Republican”—sexual race mixing. Wilson’s offense had been to support the petition of Kansas to be admitted as a free state while dissenting from the Topeka Constitution’s provision barring free blacks. Douglas mocked that Wilson opposed it as “barbarous.” He proudly proclaimed that Illinois had “a similar clause in her constitution; she had a right to put it there; it was our business, and not yours; and if Massachusetts does not like it let her do as she pleases within her own limits, so that she does not violate the Constitution of the United States. We do not believe in the equality of the negro, socially or politically, with the white man. You may practice it, but do not try to force the negro on an equality with us in our State. Our people are a white people; our State is a white State; and we mean to preserve the race pure, without any mixture with the negro. If you wish your blood and that of the African mingled in the same channel, we trust that you will keep at a respectful distance from us, and not try to force that on us as one of your domestic institutions.” The Congressional Globe recorded: “[Laughter, and applause in the galleries.]” (Unquestionably, the word “negro” was substituted for Douglas’s usual use of the word “nigger.”)

Douglas’s crowd-pleasing riff slid from invidious comparison of state black codes to interracial lust, which prompted Wilson to chide him for his coarseness: “Let me tell the honorable Senator from Illinois, that these taunts so often flung out about the equality of races, about amalgamation, and the mingling of blood, are the emanations of low and vulgar minds.” Wilson declared that he was “proud to live in a commonwealth where every man, black or white . . . is recognized as a man, standing upon the terms of perfect and absolute equality before the laws . . . in a commonwealth that recognizes the sublime creed embodied in the Declaration of Independence.” He acknowledged that “the people of Massachusetts may not believe that the African race—‘Outcast to insolence and scorn’—is the equal of this Anglo-Saxon race of ours in intellectual power; but they know no reason why a man, made in the image of God, should be degraded by unjust laws.” He invoked the antislavery spirit of John Quincy Adams, of George Washington who wished for “some plan adopted by which slavery could be abolished by law,” of Jefferson who also hoped for an end to it, and of Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and Alexander Hamilton—all “abolitionists.”

“Do I understand,” demanded an astonished Douglas, “the gentleman to say that Washington and Jefferson were Abolitionists?” “I certainly say it,” replied Wilson. “Then I hope the gentleman will not complain when I call him one,” said a triumphant Douglas.

But if Wilson was not an “abolitionist” he was unlike radical abolitionists. He was a political man who understood other political men. Now he called attention to Douglas’s political weakness, his “gigantic task” in winning the support of the Southerners of his party for the Democratic nomination. “We all know,” explained Wilson, “that he has ‘a hard road to travel.’ . . . The men for whom he fights cannot afford to be generous. An eminent politician once said that ‘political gratitude is a lively sense of favors to come.’ He may yet discover that the men for whom he has toiled are governed only by ‘a lively sense of favors to come.’ ” Wilson saw to the heart of Douglas’s political conundrum to expose his vulnerability and predict he would not be rewarded with his party’s nomination. It was the deepest cut of all.

Among those observing the fevered debate in the galleries was Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the passion play novel of slavery and fugitives, who recorded her impressions for an abolitionist newspaper. “This Douglas,” she wrote, “is the very ideal of vitality. Short, broad, and thick-set, every inch of him has its own alertness and motion. He has a good head and face, thick black hair, heavy black brows and a keen eye. His figure would be an unfortunate one were it not for the animation which constantly pervades it; as it is, it rather gives poignancy to his peculiar appearance; he has a small, handsome hand, moreover, and a graceful as well as forcible mode of using it—a point speakers do not always understand. . . . He has two requisites of a debater—a melodious voice and a clear, sharply defined enunciation.”

She described how he used his peculiar but captivating physical appearance to spin his demagogy. “His forte in debating is his power of mystifying the point,” she wrote.

With the most off-hand assured airs in the world, and a certain appearance of honest superiority, like one who has a regard for you and wishes to set you right on one or two little matters, he proceeds to set up some point which is not that in question, but only a family connection of it, and this point he attacks with the very best of logic and language; he charges upon it horse and foot, runs it down, tramples it in the dust, and then turns upon you with—“Sir, there is your argument! Did not I tell you so? You see it is all stuff”; and if you have allowed yourself to be so dazzled by his quickness as to forget that the routed point is not, after all, the one in question, you suppose all is over with it. Moreover, he contrives to mingle up so many stinging allusions to so many piquant personalities that by the time he has done his mystification a dozen others are ready and burning to spring on their feet to repel some direct or indirect attack, all equally wide of the point. His speeches, instead of being like an arrow sent at a mark, resemble rather a bomb which hits nothing in particular, but bursts and sends red-hot nails in every direction.

But Stowe also noticed a telltale flaw in his bravado, a missing element from his repertoire. “It is a merciful providence that with all his alertness and adroitness, all his quick-sighted keenness, Douglas is not witty—that might have made him too irresistible a demagogue for the liberties of our laughter loving people, to whose weaknesses he is altogether too well adapted now.” There was another flaw she did not chronicle that was related to his lack of humor. For an experienced politician, Douglas was remarkably sensitive and thin-skinned. He took nearly every criticism as a personal slight. Still, she wrote, the new Republicans “have pitted against them a leader infinite in resources, artful, adroit, and wholly unscrupulous.” Two years later Douglas would deploy his panoply of mystification, principally his exploitation of race, in his debates with Lincoln.

Through the spring of 1856, during the Senate debates of March and April, Douglas filled the chamber with personal vilification, racial invective, and death threats. He raised the spirit of violence to achieve several practical results at once: to turn his critics into political foils for his own advantage in his quest for the Democratic presidential nomination; to make himself acceptable to the Southern wing of the party; and to overshadow potential rivals as exhausted men of the past. He could see himself ascendant, the convention bestowing its prize, the telegraph with the news in his hand, his resounding victory over the “Black Republicans,” the chief justice administering the oath of office—Stephen Arnold Douglas, the fifteenth president of the United States. But his heated theatrics exposed his fear that his dream was slipping out of his grasp again. His tactics were backfiring.



CHAPTER FOUR

WAR TO THE KNIFE
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What hath Douglas wrought? On March 3, 1856, days before Douglas presented his Kansas report, the House of Representatives authorized a Special Committee to Investigate the Troubles in Kansas. The creation of the committee was among the first acts of the new House now controlled by an anti-Nebraska coalition—a repudiation of Douglas.
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Andrew Reeder, first territorial governor of Kansas, disguised to escape arrest



When the 34th Congress arrived in Washington in the first week of December of 1855 no party held a majority in the House. Douglas’s lieutenant there, William A. Richardson of Illinois, declared himself the Democratic candidate for Speaker, and made the Nebraska Act the dividing line. Joshua Giddings of Ohio, the longtime antislavery champion, held together the disparate anti-Nebraska caucus. He still resided across from the Capitol in “Abolition House,” where Lincoln had lived during his one term in the House and Giddings had assisted him in writing his stillborn proposal for emancipation in the District of Columbia. The anti-Nebraska caucus eventually coalesced around Nathaniel Banks, a former millworker who had risen to become the Free Soil Speaker of the Massachusetts House in alliance with the Know Nothings and helped engineer the election of the antislavery Charles Sumner to the Senate. After seemingly endless balloting, Banks prevailed on February 2, 1856. The House divided exposed both parties divided. In the House vote, Banks received not one ballot from a Southerner. The “lines of demarcation” between North and South, proslavery and antislavery, “are becoming more and distinctly marked,” remarked Giddings, who administered the oath of office to the first Republican Speaker.

The majority members of the Committee to Investigate the Troubles in Kansas consisted of William A. Howard of Michigan, John Sherman of Ohio (brother of one William Tecumseh Sherman), and for the minority, Mordecai Oliver of Missouri, who had been a delegate at the proslavery convention of the “bogus legislature” and described the Ruffians as “men of wealth, intelligence and high moral worth” standing for “the high state of civilization and refinement.”

“The second month of spring was quickly passing away, and quiet reigned—a quiet which seemed almost fearful from the very stillness,” wrote Sara Robinson, wife of the free state “governor,” Charles Robinson. The congressmen arrived in Lawrence on April 17 after conducting a first round of inquiries in the rough proslavery town of Lecompton. The free staters “anticipated that quiet would continue while the investigation was entered into; that, from motives of policy alone, the enemy would hide in their lair, and attempt to gain the favor of the committee by a present show of fairness.”

Two days after the investigators came to Kansas, Sheriff Samuel Jones, the Ruffian enforcer, reappeared in Lawrence. He grabbed S.N. Wood, who had attended the founding convention in Pittsburgh of the Republican Party, where he had lectured the delegates on the Kansas outrages. A crowd gathered around Jones, diverted him, stole his pistol, and Wood simply walked away. Jones’s bafflement quickly turned to anger. The next day he came back with a posse, searched for Wood, and unable to find him seized another free state man, striking him. The man knocked Jones down and escaped, yet another humiliation. Jones rode back to Lecompton, demanding that Governor Shannon send federal troops to “assist me in the execution of the laws.” Shannon ordered a squad of ten dragoons to accompany Jones in enforcing his arrest warrants, which he had expanded to encompass forty men, including “Governor” Robinson. The investigating committee, meanwhile, shuttled back and forth between Lecompton and Lawrence. “This first effort of theirs, showing clearly that the work of investigation would be carried on systematically, struck terror into the heart of the wrong-doers,” recalled Sara Robinson. “That all their labors hitherto might not be foiled at one blow, they felt that a desperate effort must be made to break up the sittings of the committee, and the plan unfolded itself.”

Jones arrested six free state men and imprisoned them in a tent for the supposed felony of failing to help him arrest Wood. “These men were thus kept in Lawrence,” wrote William A. Phillips, a free state man who was also a correspondent for the New York Tribune, “the design being, beyond all question, to provoke the people of the town to a rescue, when there would be another excuse for attacking the place, and, in the disturbance, destroying the testimony taken, if not killing the commissioners.” The free state leaders decided on a policy of “non-resistance” to avoid a provocation. But on the evening of April 23 an unknown shooter wounded Jones. Robinson formally condemned the “criminal” attack. Jones, who had quickly recovered, was now celebrated as a martyr. “His death must be avenged,” declared the Squatter Sovereign, the newspaper of the proslavery forces. “His murder shall be avenged if at the sacrifice of every abolitionist in the Territory. . . . We are now in favor of leveling Lawrence and chastising the traitors there congregated, should it result in the total destruction of the Union.” The paper urged a “war to the knife, and knife to the hilt; neither asking quarters nor granting them.”

Jones’s deputies raided homes in Lawrence in a dragnet to round up those named in his warrants. The proslavery delegate to the Congress installed through the fraudulent November 1854 election, John W. Whitfield, who had been observing the investigating committee’s hearings, claimed it was “unsafe for himself and witnesses to remain there, and requested the Committee to adjourn to some other place,” according to a contemporary historian. Congressman Oliver, the pro-Ruffian voice on the committee, made a motion to suspend its work, but the other two members voted to continue. The chairman, Congressman Howard, wrote Speaker Banks that the evidence they had collected so far “deeply implicated” the Ruffians in election fraud. “Some of the most important facts have been proven by leaders of the invasion & even by candidates elected.” “We were frequently threatened through anonymous letters,” wrote John Sherman. “On one occasion, upon going in the morning to the committee room, I found tacked on the door a notice to the ‘Black Republican Committee’ to leave Kansas upon penalty of death.”

On May 5, the territorial chief justice appointed by Pierce, Judge Samuel Lecompte, convened a grand jury to charge the free state leaders with “high treason” for resisting the “bogus legislature,” and in case there was “no resistance” declared that their “intention” was enough to indict them for “constructive treason.” These crimes that would seem to carry capital punishment had no legal basis and were wholly fictitious. It was simply impossible for treason to be committed against a territory. Attached to the indictments, Lecompte’s grand jury also issued a bill to suppress the two newspapers published in Lawrence, the Herald of Freedom and Kansas A Free State, which were charged with sedition, “advising assassination,” and “demoralizing the public mind,” and another bill to destroy the Free State Hotel as “a stronghold of resistance to law.” One of the grand jurors, a covert free state man, alerted the people of Lawrence to the indictments before they were disclosed. “What a sweet scented jury it was!” he said. “There were at least fifteen bottles of whiskey in the room all the time.”

Judge Lecompte, the founder of the proslavery town of Lecompton, which he developed as a real estate speculation and got the legislature to designate the capital, also invested in railroad companies with his partner, John Calhoun, the federal land agent. “To the charge of a pro-slavery bias,” Lecompte declared, “I am proud, too, of this. I am the steady friend of Southern rights under the constitution of the United States. I have been reared where slavery was recognized by the constitution of my state. I love the institution as entwining itself around all my early and late associations.”

John Calhoun, surveyor general of the Nebraska and Kansas territories (no relation to John C. Calhoun), was more powerful than the territorial governor. He had the authority to draw the fine lines of the map, chart new towns and apportion land, deciding which interests would be granted real estate, railroads, and schools, and controlled several hundred federal patronage jobs, the greatest number in Kansas, his own political machine. Calhoun had been the most prominent Democrat in Sangamon County, Illinois, elected to the state legislature and three times mayor of Springfield. He was a longtime close ally of Douglas. After the Nebraska Act was enacted, Douglas pressed Pierce to name Calhoun to the post in Kansas, the biggest plum Douglas was able to extract from the president, the most strategic favor he could receive, placing his trusted man where he could help secure his enormous gamble. Through Calhoun a piece of the politics of Illinois was exported and implanted in Kansas. Abraham Lincoln had as complicated a relationship with Calhoun as did Douglas. In his first decent-paying job in the river town of New Salem, Illinois, Lincoln had apprenticed with him as a surveyor. Calhoun had also been a schoolteacher whose students included William Henry Herndon, later to become Lincoln’s law partner. Lincoln had most recently debated Calhoun on September 9, 1854, on the Nebraska Act, in which he had put Lincoln on the defensive, falsely assailing him for “affiliation with abolitionism” and the secretive nativist Know Nothing Party. Calhoun declared the free state men were “vile abolitionists . . . so vile they would lick the slime off the meanest penitentiary in the land,” and “would bow down and worship the devil if he would only help them to steal a nigger.”

Former governor Reeder, elected the free state delegate to the Congress, was assisting the investigative committee in gathering and questioning witnesses when he was informed of the “high treason” indictments. He believed it was a plan to “paralyze the Free-State party . . . to pick up all our leaders, including all the State officers, members of the Legislature, etc., or an offense not bailable, and keep them shut up for six months, and until after the next election.” The committee concluded in its official report that “the obstruction which created the most serious embarrassment to your committee was the attempted arrest of Gov. Reeder. . . . Subsequent events have only strengthened the conviction of your committee, that this was a wanton and unlawful interference by the judge who issued the writ, tending greatly to obstruct a full and fair investigation.” The intent, the report stated, was to remove Reeder from providing “local information which would enable us to elicit the whole truth, and it was obvious to every one that . . . would necessarily hinder, delay, and embarrass” the committee.

On May 7, a deputy served Reeder with a subpoena to appear before the Lecompton grand jury. Reeder told him it was “irregular” and he would not obey it. The deputy returned the next day with a posse to present Reeder with an arrest warrant for contempt while he was examining witnesses before the committee. Reeder claimed privilege as an elected delegate to the Congress. He conferred with Howard and Sherman, who agreed; but Oliver, the Missourian, insisted he had no privilege. Reeder said that he had received information that “my life was not safe from private assassination in Lecompton.” That evening he, Howard, Sherman, and Robinson decided that he and Robinson should escape to inform sympathetic officials in Washington of the true state of affairs in Kansas. They also vouchsafed with Robinson “the testimony already taken by the Congressional Committee as there was great danger that it might be seized and destroyed.”

Reeder fled disguised in a borrowed overcoat and cap, traveling by night to a series of safe houses as though a fugitive slave in an underground railroad until he was ferried across the Mississippi into Illinois. In Chicago a crowd called for him to appear on the balcony of the hotel where he was staying, and he “was received with cheers upon cheers.” That evening he took the train to Bloomington, where he found himself on May 29 among the throng assembling for the founding convention of the Illinois Republican Party and to hear Lincoln speak.

Robinson escaped from Lawrence along with his wife, but was captured in Lexington, Missouri, and shipped as a prisoner to Lecompton, where he was held captive for four months. John Sherman believed that those who caught Robinson knew he was carrying the committee’s documents. “We believe that a knowledge of that fact caused the arrest,” he recalled. But Sara Robinson, who hid copies of those documents in her clothes, continued traveling to St. Louis where she arranged for the delivery of the testimony personally to Speaker of the House Nathaniel Banks in Washington. Then she went on to Bloomington, arriving at the opening of the Illinois Republican convention, where she encountered Reeder, “to my surprise,” he observed—the two escapees from Kansas fortuitously coming in time to hear the keynote speaker, Abraham Lincoln.

When Reeder eluded arrest, the chagrined deputy consulted with the U.S. Marshal, J.B. Donaldson, who issued a proclamation on May 11 that “there is every reason to believe that any attempt to execute these writs will be resisted by a large body of armed men,” and summoned a posse to assemble at Lecompton. Bands of Ruffians and several hundred of the newly arrived Southerners were instantly deputized and put on the federal payroll as members of the marshal’s posse comitatus. This provisional army surrounded Lawrence, whose leaderless residents appealed to Governor Shannon for protection. He declared that he would in “no way interfere” and “not interpose to save” those who “resist” from “the legitimate consequences of their illegal acts.” A Committee of Public Safety in Lawrence issued a statement that the assertions of the U.S. marshal were false, and that the claim of Senator Douglas and others that they were “rebels and traitors” was a “slanderous charge.” The free state men retreated from the town while the Ruffians mustered for their attack.

The fog of impending violence also lowered over Washington. “The border-ruffian policy, which was filling Kansas with alarm and bloodshed, had its representatives in Washington, walking its streets, hanging around its hotels, and stalking through the capitol,” recalled Senator Henry Wilson. Menace lurked in the debates.

When Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, antislavery crusader and former Whig congressman, traveled to Washington to cover the spectacle, on the evening of January 29, as he walked down the street with his hands in his coat pockets, he heard a loud voice behind him. “Is your name Greeley?” “It is,” he replied. Congressman Albert C. Rust, a proslavery Democrat from Arkansas, suddenly smashed Greeley to the ground with the metal head of his cane. It was a gesture of Southern honor enforcing punishment of an insolence abolitionist who needed to be beaten to a proper station of subservience. “Greeley defended himself as well as he could, but suffered severely, although he is not disabled,” reported the New York Times. There was no punishment for Rust.

Greeley’s caning in January had aroused little outcry. On May 8, Congressman Philemon T. Herbert, a Democrat from California, but originally from Alabama, and ardently proslavery, provoked a squabble with a waiter at the Willard Hotel when he arrived too late to be served breakfast, cursed him as a “damned Irish son of a bitch,” pulled out a pistol, and shot him dead. The Southern press defended Herbert for upholding the prerogative of “white men” dealing with “menials,” as the Charleston Standard put it. In the House, the Democrats thwarted an attempt on the part of some anti-Nebraska members to launch an inquiry. At his trial a sympathetic jury acquitted Herbert of manslaughter. (During the war he served as a Confederate colonel.) “Members of Congress went armed in the streets,” wrote Henry Wilson, “and sat with loaded revolvers in their desks.”

“The tyranny of the slave oligarchy becomes more revolting day by day,” Charles Sumner wrote his friend William Jay, a founder of the American Anti-Slavery Society and son of the nation’s first chief justice, on May 6. “For some time I have tried for the floor. . . . I shall expose this whole crime at great length, and without sparing language.” Sumner was receiving a stream of correspondence from abolitionists in Kansas on the “warlike” confrontation. On May 17, he wrote Theodore Parker, the preeminent Unitarian minister of Boston, abolitionist leader, and idol of William Herndon. “Alas! The tyranny over us is complete. Will the people submit? When you read this, I shall be saying to the Senate, ‘They will not!’ . . . I shall pronounce the most thorough philippic ever uttered in a legislative body.”



CHAPTER FIVE

THE PURITAN AS PROPHET
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Since Charles Sumner was elected to the Senate in 1851, he had been denied and scorned, refused committee assignments, banished as an outcast, deemed unworthy, unclean, and untouchable. He was the constant object of slander yet accused of being the defamer. It was not an irony that the tribune against slavery was the worthiest man from Massachusetts, the most learned in the Senate, his height at six feet two inches the measure of his rectitude, his gaze an image of engaged intellect—Sumner “with his fine presence and lofty carriage, his careful, well-arranged dress, and his deep, rich voice,” as his friend Charles Francis Adams described him.
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Charles Sumner, 1855



From his admirers, Sumner’s virtues inspired deep respect and loyalty. His friend, the antislavery poet John Greenleaf Whittier, dedicated a poem to him in 1855: “In the white light of heaven, / the type of one / Who, momently by Error’s host assailed, / Stands strong as Truth.” But Sumner repelled others as cold, forbidding, and arrogant. His integrity was “unsullied and unassailable,” but his “self-esteem was limitless,” recalled Hugh McCulloch, Lincoln’s secretary of the treasury, who ran afoul of his censorious judgment. Sumner could be brittle, prickly, and unforgiving. Those unfortunate to be at the receiving end of his criticism regarded him as conceited, condescending, and harsh. His magnificent bearing, intellectual gifts, and ivory principles aroused resentment from the common run of politicians, even some on his own side. They interpreted his ornate public style as high-handed. They recoiled from his imperious sterling example and his disdain for the ordinary gestures of political life, making them feel as though they were inferior, vulgar, and squalid, which they didn’t like to be reminded.

Neither Seward nor Lincoln, however, was among those who permitted themselves to feel aggrieved by Sumner’s manner. Seward, who was well-educated, amiable, and foxy, maintained his relationship through thick and thin, though he was sometimes irritated by Sumner’s impolitic ineptitude, once telling him, “Sumner, you’re a damned fool.” Lincoln, unlike nearly all the others, with his acute sense of human nature, had sympathy for Sumner’s morbid sensitivity. He knew Sumner far better than Sumner knew himself. Lincoln as president never allowed Sumner’s perceived slights, real or not, to create an impenetrable wall of alienation. Lincoln strategically reached out to Sumner with just the right little touch to pull him out of his high dudgeon, like the night of the second inaugural in 1865, when Lincoln directed his carriage to pick up a sulking Sumner at his home and gave him the place of honor of escorting Mary on his arm into the ball. Lincoln had a natural empathy for the inner hurt that Sumner masked by withdrawing behind his condescension. “Mr. Lincoln,” recalled Shelby M. Cullom, a Republican congressman from Illinois, “was the only man living who ever managed Charles Sumner, or could use him for his purpose.”

Sumner took painstaking care to be comprehensive in his criticisms, to display the astounding scope of his knowledge, and leave no part of his righteous indignation unexpressed. He was determined to smash to dust his opponents’ claims through the accumulation of his dazzling erudition. He had emerged by challenging the political powers and social conventions of Boston, splitting and overthrowing the establishment of the Whig Party, an experience that was not only formative but also his template for action once he was elected to the Senate. Considered an inflexible figure in Washington, he agonized over criticism from his abolitionist friends in Boston that he was ever hesitant or craven. Upon his election to the Senate, Theodore Parker, who presided as pastor of the leading Unitarian congregation of Boston as an antislavery beacon, the church of the Transcendentalists, and who was the keeper of the flame of his grandfather, Captain John Parker, who fired the first shot, “the shot heard ’round the world,” on Lexington Green, reminded Sumner of his calling in a letter on April 26, 1851: “You told me once that you were in morals, not in politics. Now I hope you will show that you are still in morals although in politics. I hope you will be the senator with a conscience. . . . I expect you to make mistakes, blunders; I hope they will be intellectual and not moral; that you will never miss the Right, however you may miss the Expedient. . . . I consider that Massachusetts has put you where you have no right to consult for the ease or the reputation of yourself, but for the eternal Right.” But no one was more demanding on Sumner than he was himself, measuring his public actions by an unbending moral yardstick to speak unvarnished truth to the Slave Power.

Sumner was absorbed by politics, played the game by his own lights, yet disdained the idea of a political vocation as belittling. Standing for Massachusetts was his greatest calling. Sumner felt in his soul that he had been confided the greatest trust in representing the higher law of Pilgrims’ pride. Speaking at Plymouth Rock on August 1, 1853, he declared, “Better the despised Pilgrim, a fugitive for freedom, than the halting politician, forgetful of principle, ‘with a Senate at his heels.’ Such, Sir, is the voice from Plymouth Rock, as it salutes my ears. Others may not hear it; but to me it comes in tones which I cannot mistake.” Few listening to him echo his words off the famous Rock could mistake that he aligned the Pilgrims with the movement to protect fugitive slaves and that the “politician, forgetful of principle” he rebuked was the recently deceased Daniel Webster, fallen archangel of Massachusetts for his soiled embrace of the Fugitive Slave Act. If Sumner was “despised” for following his inner voice, he was compensated in the knowledge that he was true to the eternal verities of the Puritan compact.

Sumner’s exalted oratory served exalted ends. He considered criticism of his flouting of political regularity and its niceties as high praise. “He possessed none of the instinct or experience of the politician, nor that sagacity of mind which appreciates and measures the importance of changing circumstances, or the possibilities and opportunities of the day,” wrote his political friend Carl Schurz. “He lacked entirely the genius of organization. He never understood, nor did he value, the art of strengthening his following by timely concession, or prudent reticence, or advantageous combination and alliance. He knew nothing of management and party maneuver. Indeed, not infrequently he alarmed many devoted friends of his cause by bold declarations, for which they thought the public mind was not prepared, and by the unreserved avowal, and straightforward advocacy, of ultimate objects, which they thought might safely be left to the natural development of events. He was not seldom accused of doing things calculated to frighten the people, and to disorganize the antislavery forces.”

Schurz was mostly though not completely correct about Sumner’s political blindness. Sumner was keenly aware of the world in which he operated, but rather than usually engaged in the subtleties of regular politics he sought to influence its direction mainly through his oratory, the classical subject at which he was best in teaching at Harvard. The alpha of his tactics and omega of his strategies was his language. Sumner was hardly an organization man, but nobody would do more to infuse the Republican Party with a sense of moral purpose through personal self-sacrifice. He was also one of a handful of men who exercised his influence through six presidencies from prewar crisis to Civil War to Reconstruction—and his ideas would live on to inspire the civil rights movement nearly a century later.

Sumner was one of the most cosmopolitan Americans of his generation, as a young man moving easily among lords and literary giants in London, dubbed an honorary member of the theatrical Garrick Club, accepted as an equal by the latter-day philosophes of Paris, learning French and studying law at the Sorbonne, and befriending artists in Rome. He made himself at home abroad. Despite his wide travels and cultural horizons, however, he remained a Puritan at heart and never ceased to be shocked by European mores.

In the Washington of the 1850s, a thoroughly Southern city, dominated by Southerners in the anterooms of Congress and the drawing rooms of the grand houses, Sumner was more than a bit awkward in a society where Southern women exercised their wiles. Handsome and genteel, Sumner strangely lacked the basic elements of attraction. His manner with the fair sex was like his orations, rehearsed and pedagogical. Varina Davis, Jefferson Davis’s wife, recalled, “His conversation was studied but brilliant, his manner deferential only as a matter of social policy, consequently, he never inspired the women to whom he was attentive with the pleasant consciousness of possessing his regard or esteem. He was . . . fond of talking to Southern women, and prepared himself with great care for these conversational pyrotechnics, in which, as well as I remember, there was much Greek fire, and the ‘set piece’ were numerous; he never intruded his peculiar views upon us in any degree, but read up on the Indian mutiny, lace, Demosthenes, jewels, Seneca’s morals, intaglios, the Platonian theory, and once gave me quite an interesting resume of the history of dancing.” (In 1866, Sumner, at the age of fifty-four, would marry the twenty-seven-year-old Alice Mason Hooper, a beautiful, vivacious, and decidedly nonintellectual widow of Brahmin Boston background, daughter of a wealthy congressman, who preferred dancing and parties, and, when Sumner ignored her, she drifted into the company of a young attaché at the British embassy. The marriage was nasty, brutish, and short. Alice felt neglected and treated cruelly, while Sumner, who “supposed there was an attraction about him superior to balls,” felt his “self-esteem was wounded,” according to a gossipy account of the ill-suited couple in a Boston newspaper.)

Sumner’s ostracism in the Washington of the 1850s hardly came as a surprise; it mirrored the pattern of his experience in Boston. He had been branded by exclusion from the beginning of his political life. His amiability in the capital was accepted only to the degree it was reserved to conversation of the classics about which Southern senators flattered themselves they were learned and did not cross the boundary into slavery. Sumner embraced his status as a political pariah as an affirmation that he was doing right. He proudly wore his dissonance as an adornment of a more profound election. After he had been cast out of the drawing rooms of upper-class Whig Boston, he prefaced an address in 1847 on “Fame and Glory” to the Amherst College literary society with apt quotations, one from Milton’s Paradise Regained on glory attained “without ambition, war or violence,” and another from Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus: “He lives in fame that died in virtue’s cause.” After campaigning for the Free Soil Party in 1848, he wrote his brother, “As a necessary consequence I have been a mark for abuse. I have been attacked bitterly; but I have consoled myself with what John Quincy Adams said to me during the last year of his life: ‘No man is abused whose influence is not felt.’ ”

In an age when oratory was among the most prized political skills, his opponents were awed and repelled by his intellectual firepower, logic, and severity. He was the opposite of the frenzied, shirt-ripping, and snorting Douglas, who sought to crush his enemies with ferocity. One of Sumner’s admirers, comparing him to Cicero, described his “magic,” which “sways our feelings and thrills our very souls . . . his appropriate and graceful gestures—his rich and mellifluous voice—his grand and elegant diction—his fervid and brilliant eloquence—his deep and stirring pathos—his sound and irresistible logic—his masterly and overpowering argumentation.”

Despite his immersion in English literary life, Sumner never relied on wit, irony, or cleverness. He never picked it up or tried it out; it ran against his earnest grain. His speeches were structured according to the classical pattern and he preferred to use words with Latinate roots. “Did you ever see a joke in one of my speeches?” he reproached a friend. “Of course you never did. You might as well look for a joke in the book of Revelations.” This might have provoked a laugh, but he wasn’t trying to be funny. He was deadly serious.

Sumner’s abrupt limits as a politician, his self-conscious violation of acceptable political speech on slavery and its adherents as moral hazards to be avoided, his social maladroitness outside his charmed circle, his guarded dignity, absence of humor, and inability to deflect or absorb anger through self-deprecation or indifference, combined with his brilliant speech and majestic manner, his true profundity and unflinching courage, incited the feverish pitch of responses to him.

Part of Sumner’s problem in provoking his enemies was not just his superior air. His fundamental problem was that it was more than any conceit. He was loathed for more than his hauteur, intransigence, and impeccable dress. There were others at least as guilty of those offenses. He was hated even more for his exultant exposure of the shabby claims of the proslavery aristocrats manqué. Nor could he ever be accused of posturing out of mere political ambition. He was the object of unrestrained hostility because of the purity of his convictions, especially his open contempt for the slave owners’ social pretenses. He was resented for every perfectly crafted line and classical allusion, the product of his Boston Latin and Harvard education. He was no sloganeer who repeated rote words. His phrases were memorable, his logic persuasive, and his appeal inspiring. Sumner had no power within the institution of the Senate, but those who did feared his broader influence. The more they sought to diminish him, the more they elevated his stature. From the moment he entered the Senate, he was treated as a voice to be silenced.

The sight and sound of Sumner inflamed not simply the fire-eaters of the South, but also the prudent conservative men of more reserved Southern opinion. His very presence was seen as nothing less than a felony. He was declared to be criminal for his condemnation of the Fugitive Slave Act and support for fugitives. Sumner symbolized all they detested about worthy New England, a civilization standing in judgment on their own. He stood for utopian professors, “philanthropists,” and Moral Philosophers of wild-eyed antislavery agitation, true believers in the “glittering generality” that “all men are created equal,” and other misguided miscreants clamoring for lunatic causes such as votes for women. His political and personal chasteness mocked Southern hypocrisy, especially sexual—the most volatile aspect of slavery, the ultimate dominance of master over slave, the violent sexual control of white men over black women. Sumner’s unsparing critique inflamed the slaveholders of the Senate to bait him with lurid fantasies about sex with black women; his response would drive them to the boiling point. Unable to vanquish him in debate or silence him by innuendo, they became determined to force the Puritan to kneel like a slave before them.

Sumner was one of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “representative men,” exemplars of their time and place. He was the representative man of more than the antislavery movement or a political party, but of a culture and history. He stood for a certain conception of Massachusetts rooted in the Puritan commonwealth that inspired him to declare of the antislavery cause at the Massachusetts convention of the Free Soil Party in 1848: “It is a continuance of the American Revolution.”

The Puritan as prophet, who first decried the fall from grace of the cracked monuments of puritanism, Sumner was moral Boston at war with Brahmin Boston. He exposed the base interests and false idols of the best men. He sought to break the financial and political linkage of Massachusetts and the South forged in the chains of slavery—the Northern money power allied with the Southern Slave Power. His orations were jeremiads by way of Unitarianism in which moral reform usurped Calvinism and sin was ever present in the guise of the evils of slavery, ignorance, and violence. For his relentless truth telling about slavery in the alien Southern capital of Washington he was treated like a fugitive, an identity he embraced. As the representative of the Transcendentalists, this was his personal brand of transcendence. He carried at his core an inner sense of being from the hub of the universe, a Bostonian radiating the magnetism of his moral compass pointing true north. Like all magnetic personalities in politics, he was polarizing.

Sumner’s background and rise were a chronicle of the New England enlightenment. He was among other things the Boston Latin and Harvard classmate of the aristocratic abolitionist Wendell Phillips; protégé of Supreme Court justice Joseph Story, William Ellery Channing, and John Quincy Adams; closest friend of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow; sympathetic member within the Transcendentalist circle of Margaret Fuller, Bronson Alcott, Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson; a like-minded soul among the uplifting reformers Samuel Gridley Howe and Horace Mann; compatriot of Conscience Whigs Charles Francis Adams and Richard Henry Dana Jr.; cofounder of the Boston Vigilance Committee to protect fugitive slaves with Theodore Parker; and co-sponsor of the Emigrant Aid Society sending free state settlers to Kansas with Eli Thayer. Before he was elected to the Senate at the age of forty, he “participated actively in the cultural flowering known as the American Renaissance,” was “acknowledged as one of America’s most important men of letters,” and “achieved wide renown and provoked heated controversy as an outspoken champion of legal reform, international peace, education reform, and the reform of prison discipline,” according to his biographer Anne-Marie Taylor. But even that summary is cursory.

Sumner’s roots ran to the beginnings of the Bay Colony. The original Pilgrim of his family, William Sumner, from Oxfordshire, settled in Massachusetts in 1633, became a freeholder and local selectman, and established a flourishing family whose branches eventually included Increase Sumner, the governor after Samuel Adams. The family of Charles Sumner’s mother, Relief Jacob, traced its lineage to William Bradford, who arrived on the Mayflower, and was the founder and first governor of the Plymouth Colony. Job Sumner, Charles’s grandfather, attended Harvard, fought in the Revolutionary army at Bunker Hill, but died at thirty-five in Georgia, where the pre-constitutional Confederation had sent him trying to resolve its accounts with the state. His son Charles Pinckney Sumner graduated from the Phillips Academy at Andover and Harvard College, where he developed a close friendship with his classmate Joseph Story. At college Charles Pinckney Sumner was inspired by the freethinking writings of Thomas Paine and awarded honors for his poetry. One of his poems imagined a world without slavery: “No sanctioned slavery Afric’s sons degrade, / But equal rights shall equal earth pervade.” After Harvard, in 1798, he sailed through the West Indies, landing in Haiti in the midst of the slave rebellion against French rule. At a dinner attended by the black revolutionary leaders, he delivered a toast: “Liberty, Equality, and Happiness, to all men!” Upon returning to Boston, he clerked in the law office of Josiah Quincy, who became president of Harvard, a congressman, and mayor of Boston.

The Federalist Party—the party of Josiah Quincy, John Adams, and Increase Sumner—dominated Massachusetts. Charles Pinckney Sumner was a dissenting follower of Thomas Jefferson, who was despised by the Boston elite. During Jefferson’s reelection campaign in 1804, C.P. Sumner made public speeches on his behalf, and when the Democratic-Republicans gained a majority in the state legislature, he was rewarded with an appointment as clerk of the Massachusetts House of Representatives, holding his position through 1811 under its Speaker, his old friend Joseph Story. Despite his political connections, his law practice faltered through his inattention. He moved to a house on the poorer side of Beacon Hill, the North Slope down from the State House, one block from the center of the neighboring free black community that was the largest of its kind in the country. In 1819, he was named deputy sheriff of Suffolk County and six years later was appointed sheriff, a plum job, by Governor Levi Lincoln, Jr., a Jeffersonian who became a founder of the Massachusetts Whig Party, and was incidentally a distant cousin of Abraham Lincoln, who would meet him on his campaign swing through the state in 1848.

Charles Sumner always considered his antislavery feelings as his patrimony. From an early age his father regaled him with stories of the Haitian revolution and the heroic Edward Coles, the protégé of Jefferson and private secretary to President James Madison, who freed his own slaves and as the second governor of Illinois defeated the powerful political forces attempting to legalize slavery there. Sumner recalled his father treating black Bostonians as equal citizens, giving them his respectful “customary bow” upon passing them on the street. Sheriff Sumner was unusually outspoken against slavery, denounced the city of Washington as “a slave market,” openly opposed segregation of public schools and the legal ban on intermarriage, and insisted on fair trials for blacks as adherence to “that love of equality on which our Commonwealth is based.” In 1820, during the contentious debate over the Missouri Compromise, he predicted a civil war over slavery. “Our children’s heads will some day be broken on a cannon-ball on this question,” he said. He could not know that his prescient remark would apply to his own son.

One of the beneficiaries of C.P. Sumner’s enlightened views was William Lloyd Garrison, who began publishing his abolitionist newspaper The Liberator in 1831, “within sight of Bunker Hill and in the cradle of liberty,” as he proudly announced in its first issue. Almost immediately its appearance provoked denunciations from Boston’s leading citizens, merchants and industrialists tied by a thousand golden threads to the Southern economy. Southern state legislatures passed laws declaring possession of the newspaper a felony. In Washington, any free black caught reading The Liberator was subject to a large fine and imprisonment, and if unable to pay would be sold into slavery. Two years later, the emergence of the American Anti-Slavery Society, whose Declaration of Sentiments Garrison wrote, incited mobs North and South to riot. When the AASS embarked on an evangelical crusade in 1835 to send antislavery tracts to Southern clergy, their literature was banned from the federal mail and its activists accused of stirring up slave insurrections. After Boston authorities refused the petition of an antislavery group to use Faneuil Hall for a meeting, on August 21 “the social, political, religious and intellectual elite” filled it to condemn the abolitionists. Harrison Gray Otis, perhaps the most distinguished and wealthiest Bostonian, the former U.S. senator and mayor, ominously warned the crowd that abolishing slavery would be the equivalent of abolishing the Union. With that proclamation a political demarcation line was drawn.

A month later, on September 17, a double gallows was constructed on the street in front of Garrison’s Beacon Hill home. One rope was strung for hanging him and another for George Thompson, the leader of the British Anti-Slavery Society, then on a speaking tour of the United States, and the object of assassination threats. When it was rumored that Thompson would appear at a meeting of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society on October 21, a mob burst in and seized Garrison, tearing off his clothes and dragging him by a rope through the street. Mayor Theodore Lyman intervened to rescue him, escorting him to safety for the night in the jail. Among those Garrison thanked for saving him was Sheriff Sumner.

Charles Sumner was one of the poorer boys to attend the Boston Latin School alongside the sons of the Beacon Hill elite. He wore rough shoes, cheap clothes, and was taunted as “gawky Sumner.” His fellow student, later the radical abolitionist Wendell Phillips, among the most privileged, whose father would soon become mayor, shunned him in an act of childish snobbery. After graduating from Harvard, Sumner went to the law school, where he became the protégé and amanuensis of Joseph Story, his father’s old friend, who Jefferson had appointed as associate justice of the Supreme Court and at the same time taught at Harvard. Story “treated him almost as if he were a son; and we were all delighted to welcome in to our family circle,” recalled Story’s son William. Story escorted Sumner around Washington on his first visit, introducing him to among other notable figures Chief Justice John Marshall with whom they shared most dinners. Sumner edited Story’s decisions to be published in three volumes and became an editor of the American Jurist journal as well as contributing articles to other publications, including the leading literary magazine, the North American Review. While Story was away from Cambridge during the court’s session, Sumner filled in for him teaching at the law school. He met weekly with Henry Longfellow, his best friend, Cornelius Felton, the future president of Harvard, and other literary men in a group they called “The Five of Clubs.” Bearing a letter of introduction from Story, he traveled to Europe to see the great and the good. Upon his return from his Grand Tour, he joined a law firm, but found day-to-day legal work to be drudgery and was not particularly interested in pursuing clients. He felt trapped as a scrivener of trivial briefs. “My mind, soul, heart are not improved or invigorated by the practice of my profession,” he wrote. “The sigh will come, for a canto of Dante, a Rhapsody of Homer, a play of Schiller.”

Sumner fell under the sway of William Ellery Channing, the leading theologian of Unitarianism’s Moral Philosophy, pastor at Boston’s Federal Street Church, and the preacher of conscience in the cause of humanitarian reforms. It was through Channing that Sumner first publicly engaged with the question of slavery. In November 1841, one hundred and twenty-eight American slaves being transported along the Atlantic coast in a ship called the Creole staged a revolt and sailed to British territory at Nassau. There they were declared free under British law that had outlawed slavery in 1834. Secretary of State Daniel Webster, the towering figure among Massachusetts Whigs, demanded that they be returned to bondage. The British refused. Channing wrote a pamphlet, edited by Sumner, entitled “The Duty of the Free States,” arguing for the position of the British, and warning “the slave-power has been allowed to stamp itself on the national policy, and to fortify itself with the national arm.”

Sumner steeped himself in antislavery literature. He read the first book advocating immediate emancipation when it was published in 1833, An Appeal in Favor of that Class of Americans Called Africans, written by Lydia Maria Child, a member of the Transcendentalist circle, a friend of Garrison, a novelist, poet, and author of the best-selling The American Frugal Housewife. “If a history is ever written entitled, ‘The Decay and Dissolution of the North American Republic,’ ” she wrote, “its author will distinctly trace our downfall to the existence of slavery among us.” Child’s book heralded the organization of the American Anti-Slavery Society. Since its inception Sumner had subscribed to Garrison’s The Liberator, but he did not subscribe to Garrison’s version of abolitionism that condemned the Constitution as a proslavery charter and the Union as a league with slaveholders; nor did he embrace Garrisonian immediatism and its perfectionism. “I have never been satisfied with its tone,” Sumner wrote. “I have been openly opposed to the doctrines on the Union and the Constitution which it has advocated for several years. It has seemed to me often vindictive, bitter, and unchristian.” Sumner believed that the Constitution must be the foundation for an antislavery politics, ideas that Salmon P. Chase and the Liberty Party had developed. “Thank God! the Constitution of the United States does not recognize man as property,” he wrote his English friend Lord Morpeth in the aftermath of the Creole case. Sumner considered slavery “a local institution” that could be bound within the South and eventually strangled. “You will see how rapidly this question of slavery moves in the country,” he wrote Morpeth. “The South seems to have the madness which precedes great reverses.”

In 1845, as one of the most prominent young men of Boston, a patron of the arts, admired for his prodigious intellect, and an exemplar of unblemished character, Sumner was invited by the mayor and City Council to deliver the annual Fourth of July oration before a distinguished audience that would include uniformed members of the Massachusetts militia and U.S. military. He informed the city fathers his theme would be international peace, and it was accepted. He was on the executive committee of the Peace Society of which Channing was a founder. War fever was in the air. James K. Polk had been elected president in 1844 on a platform of annexation of Texas as a slave state and threatening war with Mexico. On July 4, 1845, in an act well-advertised in advance, the Texas legislature approved annexation, setting the stage for the coming clash. That day, dressed for his appearance, Sumner “wore a dress-coat with gilt buttons,—a fancy of lawyers at that period,—and white waistcoat and trousers.” The Washington Light Guards led the procession of notables across Boston Common to the Tremont Temple to hear the address he entitled “The True Grandeur of Nations.” “A war with Mexico would be mean and cowardly,” Sumner declared. His speech, filled with classical allusions and lengthy Latin quotations, denounced war in general. “In our age there can be no peace that is not honorable: there can be no war that is not dishonorable,” he said. All the glorious battles of English history faded “by the side of that great act of Justice,” the emancipation of its slaves. “And when the day shall come” in the United States of “peaceful emancipation . . . then shall there be a victory, in comparison with which that of Bunker Hill [where his grandfather had fought] shall be as a farthing-candle held up to the sun.”

At the traditional post-oration dinner at Faneuil Hall, one speaker after another angrily denounced Sumner’s effrontery, culminating in a censure from Robert C. Winthrop, the leader of the Whig Party and member of Congress, the direct descendant of the founder of the Massachusetts Bay Colony John Winthrop, protégé of Daniel Webster, and Sumner’s Latin and Harvard classmate. Sumner, he said, “seemed to contemplate non-resistance and dissolution of the Union.” Winthrop delivered his own toast: “Our Country, whether bounded by Sabine or Del Norte—still our Country—to be cherished in all our hearts—to be defended by all our hands.” His tribute to war with Mexico not yet declared before the assembled notables of the Whig establishment was a declaration of war against Sumner and those like him who dared to oppose the coming clash. Earlier, that January, the Massachusetts legislature had passed a resolution opposing Texas annexation. Winthrop’s toast was a signal from the Whig leadership that dissent would not be tolerated. Winthrop, after all, had the important matter of the tariff to navigate through the Congress and the waters needed to be calmed.

The censure of Sumner’s July 4th speech launched his public life. As his mentors passed from the scene, Channing dying in 1842 and Story in 1845, he found “a Christian statesman” who was proving “the important truth, that politics & morals are one & inseparable”—John Quincy Adams. The former president sitting in the House of Representatives had led a relentless crusade against the Gag Rule, which prohibited the Congress from hearing antislavery petitions. Adams finally succeeded in ending the ban in 1845. He and Sumner shared common beliefs in Channing’s uplifting Moral Philosophy and in breaking the sordid political grasp of the Slave Power. Like Moses anointing Joshua, Adams wrote the youthful Sumner “beyond my own allotted time, I see you have a mission to perform—I look from Pisgah to the Promised Land. You must enter upon it.”

Sumner began meeting at his Court Street law office with a small group of friends, the Young Whigs faction of the party, whose leader was Charles Francis Adams, son of J.Q. Adams. Through the practical political skills of Henry Wilson, a rising working-class state legislator, they forged a tenuous alliance with the volatile Garrisonians and Liberty Party activists to form the Massachusetts State Anti-Texas Committee. Their opponents derisively called them “Conscience Whigs,” and they responded by labeling them “Cotton Whigs.” Sumner edited the anti-Texas newspaper, wrote the group’s resolutions, and delivered his first political speech at a meeting of the group at Faneuil Hall on November 4, 1845, with Charles Adams presiding. “By welcoming Texas as a Slave State we make slavery our own original sin,” Sumner said. “Let us wash our hands of this great guilt.” Garrison’s Liberator reported, “The weather was extremely unpropitious,—the rain pouring down violently, the thunder roaring, and the lightning blazing vividly at intervals,—emblematic of the present moral and political aspects of the country.”

Winthrop voted for the war, but then spoke against it. Sumner engaged his old classmate in a private correspondence on the “slave-driving war,” and urged him to vote against military appropriations. The month the war was launched Sumner, Adams, and their group of Conscience Whigs purchased a newspaper, The Whig, to serve as their voice. Writing under the pen name of “Boston,” Sumner accused Winthrop of supporting “an unjust war, and national falsehood, in the cause of slavery.” Winthrop felt wronged, and wrote Sumner that he sought “to rob him, personally of that ‘spotless reputation.’ ” Sumner followed with another article: “Blood! Blood! is on the hands of the representative from Boston.” Winthrop replied that Sumner’s articles contained “the coarsest personalities” and “the grossest perversions.” He severed their relationship. Sumner ridiculed Winthrop’s toast at the July 4th dinner a year earlier: “Our country, right or wrong, or howsoever bounded, is a sentiment of heathen vulgarity and impiety.” Behind the polemics over the war lay a subtle conflict over class, the sheriff’s boy pulling down the Brahmin. In Massachusetts, the political was the moral, and whoever could claim the high ground could properly speak for Massachusetts and its traditions. Sumner, under his nom de plume “Boston,” seized it against the heir of John Winthrop, who had fallen short in “ye duty of ye representative of Boston, a place of conscience, & morality,” as Sumner charged.

The Conscience Whigs organized to take over the state convention at Faneuil Hall on September 23. Creating a clamor, they demanded that Sumner be permitted to speak. He dismissed the issues of the tariff and internal improvements as “transient” and “obsolete ideas.” “The Whigs,” he declared, “ought to be the party of freedom,” and called for “REPEAL OF SLAVERY UNDER THE CONSTITUTION.” He appealed to the revolutionary tradition of Massachusetts. “Massachusetts can stand alone, if need be.” And he attacked Winthrop again, turning his signature word “bounded” against him. “Our party, bounded always by the Right,” he declared. Winthrop followed him with a tepid answer about tariffs. Sumner and his faction introduced an antislavery plank, which appeared would carry the hall until Daniel Webster himself mounted the platform calling for unity and muffled it. Sumner urged that the Conscience Whigs run a candidate for the Congress against Winthrop. They thought he was the logical man to run, but he refused the nomination, anxious that he would be perceived as having attacked Winthrop solely “for his own personal promotion.” Instead his friend Samuel Gridley Howe received the nomination, and lost decisively.

Sumner’s battle with Winthrop coincided with a crusade against yet another Brahmin. The Boston Prison Discipline Society was an institutional pillar of the community, headed by the upright Reverend Louis Dwight, an advocate of harsh discipline and isolation that would presumably lead to religious salvation. Inspired by a report for reform written by Samuel Gridley Howe, Sumner openly challenged Dwight at the group’s annual meeting on May 25, 1846. For eight nights he and Howe drew large crowds debating Dwight, whom Sumner called “selfish, Jesuitical and lazy,” and the society’s treasurer, Samuel A. Eliot, the former mayor, whom he scored for his “vanity or self-esteem.” Sumner condemned their “system” of enforced “perpetual solitude” as “an engine of cruelty and tyranny.” Dwight and Eliot stood at the pinnacle of Boston society, related by kinship and marriage to the dense network of families that controlled the banks of State Street, the factories, philanthropies, and board of Harvard. Eliot had criticized Sumner for his July 4th address and was closely allied with Winthrop. Dwight suffered a nervous breakdown from the shock of public confrontation, the Prison Society never again held a public meeting, and it dissolved in 1855. The Boston Post, a newspaper of the Whig establishment, denounced Sumner as a “malignant defamer” and “having a disordered intellect.”

As these controversies simmered to their heated climaxes, a new professor was to be chosen to fill the chair at the Harvard law school left vacant by the death of Joseph Story. He had designated Sumner to be his successor. But Harvard president Edward Everett, the former governor, a close friend of Winthrop who had also treated Sumner with benevolent interest in the past, presided over the board’s unanimous rejection of him. The lines in Boston were drawn for and against Sumner.

The largest mansion on Beacon Hill, designed by the famed architect Charles Bulfinch in the Federal style, commanding the strategic corner of Beacon and Park Streets, in the shadow of the golden dome of the State House, and with a sweeping view of the Common, was the temple of Brahmin society. Here resided the arbiter of proper Boston, George Ticknor, wealthy heir to the cofounder of the Provident Bank, married to the daughter of Samuel Eliot, board member of civic institutions, eminent professor at Harvard, where he redesigned its curriculum, acquainted with the most influential people throughout the country and Europe, and author of the monumental History of Spanish Literature. Those receiving Ticknor’s favor were welcomed into his parlor under a portrait of Sir Walter Scott amid his library of fourteen thousand books and invited to dine at a table graced with such guests as Webster and Hawthorne. He was, according to his biographer, “of the true ‘Brahmin caste,’ ” “refined,” and of the “Tory temperament.” One of his frequent guests, Edwin Percy Whipple, the literary critic, wrote that “his ample means, his cultivated manners, and his possession of the best house, both as regards situation and elegance, which then existed in the city, made him a leader in the society of the place.” “He had his own set of people,” observed William Cullen Bryant, the poet and editor of the New York Post, “and seems to have looked down upon everybody else.” His friends referred to their intimate world as “Ticknorville.”

Ticknor had been Sumner’s literature professor at Harvard, invited him often into the warmth of his salon, and warned him against making rash public statements against slavery. From this Brahmin Eden, Sumner was banished. “In a society where public opinion governs, unsound opinions must be rebuked,” Ticknor wrote a friend referring to Sumner, and denounced in one breath “social democracy” and “demagogues” as a threat to “public morals.” It was more than a snub. Coming from an authority on Spanish culture, it was the judgment of an inquisitor. “There was a time when I was welcome at almost every house within two miles of us,” Sumner remarked ruefully to Richard Henry Dana, Jr. as they passed along Beacon Street, “but now hardly any are open to me.” Dana, too, would be proscribed, and so would Sumner’s friend Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who wrote antislavery poems. Charles Francis Adams described the efforts at “social ostracism; attempts ludicrous now to look back upon, but at the time exasperating to those against whom they were insolently directed. An abolitionist was looked upon as a sort of common enemy of mankind; a Free Soiler was only a weak and illogical abolitionist.” Their views were “resented as outrages on decency” and they were “made to feel in many ways the contempt there felt for the cause they had espoused.” When Sumner “ceased to be seen” at Ticknor’s, it was a signal event in the inner life of Boston. “Slowly but surely the country was working itself up to the war point; and the conservative and reactionary interests, instinctively realizing the fact, demeaned themselves according to their wont.” Sumner should not have been surprised. Ticknor had once been the financial and literary benefactor of Lydia Maria Child, but ostracized her for her antislavery views, even cutting her off from library privileges at the Boston Athenaeum. Theodore Parker, blackballed by Ticknor from membership in the Massachusetts Historical Society, took to calling him the “arch devil of the aristocracy.”
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