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REPUBLICANS MEET Til) SLAVE POWER

Battle lines were being
drawn.

In Congress, that was no mere metaphor. nking back to this e

inki

itth and Thirtv-sisth
Congresses remen ?uiu the vears between 1857 and IO as v time of
fierce sectional violence on fgw Hoor. These were the VEATS 15‘4;;1 drove
Senators Benjamin Wade (R-OH). Simon Ca

neron (R-PA), Zachu-
riah Chandier 4%3—,\§i¥ to create i?u‘i{ pact 1o “%#ghi to the (‘(;H%sz” regard-

riod after the Civil Wy rans of the Thirty- ?

less of the consequences. The “gross personal abuse” inflicted by their
slave-state colleagues was msulting their manhood and depriving theis
constituents of their representative z‘éwfw Yet. because of Nor thern anti-

dueling sentiment. Northern congressmen held back and were treatod
like cowards. ] feel it frequ wntly" Wade admitted 1"

The abuse that p mﬂuud their pact probubly took place during 4 Sen
ate debate over Kan

1sas’s constitution. In 1855, free-state ad

pr‘()dm‘(’d AN oantis %&\Ux constitution in 50;3(’3\4&; [RLSES] vears 4('424311 sluve-

VOCaes i‘mai
owners drafted competing ;u‘u,\f;i’uﬁ"\ constitution in Lecompton, the
state’s m;éii'zi. Aftera Messy and uﬂ"m;?icd vore on the two constitutions

Kansans had sent both documents to Washi

ngton for congressional ap-
proval. During an . dl-night session on March ISCI858 hostilitics peaked.
Lager to push through the | ccompton constitution, Robert Toombe
D-GAY threatened 1o mxh " the Bepublican Pargy

provoking an out-
burst of Republican outr age.

As g result iwgm%)hum nerves were already on edoe when Later th 1
evening

Cameron accused James Green (1)- MO of dic
the Republicans: in the course of the argy
threw the 1

fw terims to

ment that follo wd each mun
»at the other, Cameron ook a*ts;uﬂxsi?ziiéz} for his words.
and (;n*w hinted at a duel challenge 12!

tation with Wade and Chandler led 1o their decis SIO1 Lo put an <*m§ 1o
such tagnrs by challenging g Yuture oo

Cameron’s subsequent consul-

nders 1o duels. There seemed 1o
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be no other way 1o counter the "deep humiliation” of the “people of the
Free States,” and 1o some degree. their ploy worked. Their willingnegs
to hight checked some abuse. As they later concluded, risking their rep-
utations, their careers, and perhaps even their lives was the price of
fighting slavery in Congress '

For Thaddeus Stevens (R-PA)L these vears marked the starg of armed
sectional combat in the House. Disce ussin 4 the imminent return of SUL
erners to Congress after the Civil War o decade later, he mgcd C(}“C&Iigm,
not to be hasty. The new congressmen seated around him had no men-
ory of Congress as a “camp of armed men.” They hadn't seen Robert
loombs and his “gang” render the halls of Congress "a hell of legislation”
by rushing with knives and guns “as one velling body" at Northerners who
dared to denounce slavery. Bring the Southerners back, bur "firs re-
wm yourselt,” Stevens counseled. and "wait until | am gone.”2?

Stevens was speaking for effect, but he was very specific about the
first instance of full-fledged sectional combat on the floor: the Febry.
ary 6. 1858, House melee caused by a clash between the radical Galy-
sha Grow (R-PA} and the equallv radical Lawrence Keitt (D-SC). the
first time that a group of Northerners confronted a group of Southern-
ers “force ugu'n% torce.** The "battle-roval in the House . . . was the
first sectional fight ever h;;d on the floor” wrote former congressman

nd future vice president of the Confederacy Alexander Stephens. not-
ing dm although no blood was shed, there were bad feelings in abun-
dance.’”” The press agreed. "This is the most important and significant

of all the §zg3;is that ever occurred in Congress,” declared the Charles-

rth
and South—not Grow and Keitt.” Unlike previous fights, “members
fought in battalions. T}

ton Mercury. It was "a sectional and not a personal quarrel. It was

ey did not go into a corner or a lobby to fight, or

entangle themselves as heretofore. between chairs and desks. They took
an ample arca—the open space before the Speaker's chair. "2

The reasons for this change were many. Sectional passions were al-
ready flaring because of the Supreme Court’s landmark Dred Scott
decision of 1857, which ruled that enslaved people and their descen-
dants could not be American citizens, and that the federal government
could not ban x’iaw{\' mowestern territories. bndorsiy ing the s pimd of slav-
©rs and suggesting that the ( ourt was a tool of the Slave Power, it was
deeply felt by Northerners.!



Lawrend

ig%*} H{ouriv

Catusha A Grow, 1859

Courtess of the Hibrar of
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i the middle of
Ihe topic of debage

. I
RS AISO SUTe 1o enflyp,

«n

nocrats made matters worse Iy,

%
avote hecanse some Southerners HSSIng in action dand
N i ; |
“also plaved a role atmost inevitably gig
g evening « temany of those missing Southe rrers. buw;
at bars, were so dead drund when draveed (nto the Flous t} ;
JUDArs, wWere so gead drunk when dr o0 i RO Inat t ey \‘HC'(
Frhe chumber until it was their turn 1o vote ' 2
1 H i FON | . i ‘ 1 N
wo men al the heart of the fight were also lightning rods of

hough Tor different reasons: the combative Grrow was 4 lead.

Bepublican with a cut-and-thrust stvle of debate and strong
views and Keitt was an almost comically hot- tempered fire.

' s 0 L 51
as ever and alwavs defending Soathern honor ' Their con.

i the spark that set the congressional tinderbox aflame.

Nt surprisingly. Keitt set things off. At about 1o oclock in the
CLrow s conlerring with o Pennsvhania Democerat on the

atic side of the House, As Grow headed back 1o hi&‘ seat, son

One {10 subimit o omotion oul of ordos w Gro ((i,(d }\t it
who by some accounts was dosing and Dy many accounts was Lipsy, was
alert enough o vell that Grow should object on his own side of the
House. Grow replicd that it was a free hall and he could stand where

he pleased, at which keiu supposedly muttering, "We'll see about that

led to know what Grow meant. perhaps

ided slap at Southern-
assuming nothing at all: it didn't 1ake

repeated his words, i\cm grabhed

1
ol

Grow's throat, vowing 1o teach the “hlack re sublican puppy” a lesson.
] 3

§\§54}<‘§\§§§;: ettt s arm asay, Grow declared that he refused to })C i)ur

m hard rnough to I\H()Ch

A group of Stutherners | mimedia ii\ rushed over, some to aid Keitt,
SOIMEe 10 it

ard some o calm things down, though the latter
group ultimately got swepy up in the serimmage. Seeing a pack of South

erners descend on Grow, Bepublicans rallied 1o his aid, stre arming across

H i L e
the chambses rosn

ir side of the hall, sjumping on deshs and chairs in




A comical

view of the Keitt-Grow rumble (Barksdale's rou

pee s on the ground)
Courtesy of the Amerivan Antiguarisn Sociery
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their haste 1o suve a brother Republican. bringing a rush of Southery.

ers in their wake. The end result was a free | ght in the open sp

s thirty sweaty, dighe,
eled, mostly middie-aged congressmen in a no-holds-barre d brawl, No,
against South.

ace in

i
front of the Speaker's platform featus ing roughly
H

o

Press accounts of the fight vary, but they generally agree th

lat
John "Bowic Knite” %"oucz' (R-WH and the fighti \\(i\,} hurn
brothers—Cadwallader (RB-W 1), Isracl (R-ME). and El hu ——
out in the rumble. with the barrel-chested Potter jogging %Immm into

the scrum, throw ing punches as he tried o reach Grow !
he slugged William Barksdale (D-MS1, who mist akenly reeled argyng
and socked Elihu Washburne in return. (Flihu like d his Washhy

an e Potter responded by grabbing Barksdale by the hair 1o
him in the face, but to his utter astonishment, Barksdale’s hair Came
off: he wore g toupee. Meanwhile, John Covode (R-PA) had raised y

spittoon above his head and was looking for a target,

" At one poin.

1 with
;mm‘l‘s

while the ashen.
faced Speaker pounded his gavel for all it was worth and Urdcrcd the
sergeant at arms to grab the muce and do somethi ing. Within a few min.
utes, people had settled back in their seats——thanks. in part, to the
hilarity of Barksdale's flipped wig-—and the House went back to argu-
g untilits adjournment at 6:30 a.m. With the exception of a few black
eves and some cuts and scrapes, most of the combatants were none the
worse for wear: a few men had reached for weapons, but none used
them. (The Globe summed up the episode us a “violent personal alter
cation” between Keitt and Grow in which “several members seemed w
participate, VY

The most notable aspect of the fight was the mass rescue by Repub-
licans, who had rushed over to Grow with fists flving because the
thought that Southerners were staging a group assault. This was Sl
Power {hizsi\ifw; it was knec-jerk distrust of Southerners as brutal. domi
neering, determined to cow Northerners. and on the al‘i;‘sck [his distrust
Was no hza k-of-the-mind matter of speculation. It was immediate: Re epub
licans jumped into action in seconds, | hey also felt that at long last, thes
zzmu € iu(fi}i Southerne: s a lesson. As Grow pul it Southerners had 1013;’
been “under the dt‘iusum hat Northern men would not bght Byr
“from one side of the Chamber to the m%wr - with fists clenched and

arms flying,” Republicans had taught Southerners that “"Northern men

unning
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will fight in @ just cause "2 [y essence, Bepublicans were
kind of Northerner. French’s friend Dunjel Clar

French u’uzﬁs;z this Congress. dec)

i

. \ )
LOOmby when
Toombs threatened

to crush the Republican Party. He wouldn't have an

¢

easy time of éa. (Ti;n’%\ warned. “A differen:
the North ] fuﬁ} are sent

class of men now came from

)
not o bow down, but 1o <4

The Republican press echoed Grow glorving in the shon
pleasure of slu gging ‘sm hern blowhards.
Boston Trrveler listed string of “comlorting reflections” about N sthern
pluck.” Several newspapers gleefully noted tha Reuben Davis (D-MS)

L

and savoring the vicarious

who had recently given a rabid speech about conquerin 1¢ the \uz;f: g

black eve trom Porter. (Davis clai

imed 1o have trippe 5 Over g
Best of all was the knockdown of the xu'wwz‘mg Keitt. "The great Sm
of South Carolina (in the |

person of her valorous (1) re presentative,
Mr. Keitt,) lies $\§<’§\'123§4 in ifw dust” g%{miwd Frederick Douglass' | Faper,

particularly relishing the fact that ¢ STOW, 4 representative of David Wil
mot's di&:is‘mv had floored 4 man who helped Brooks cane Sumner ¥ Iy
this rematch of the caning. the North had won. Many papers thought
that aftm vears of ouié}'mg ,\urih{‘ru@{%. South
alesson. They had heen “beaten with their own weapons, in their oun

way, and on their own ground, i “The South is cowed

d. claimed a Nen
York Times letter-writer, 7 know what 1 say—COWED." (Fard pressed
Democratic New: York Day Book said zimi kit
1 13%
made & manly apology. )+

erners had finally learned

{()T d (‘{31}3(‘§);i£‘;x, l}](

}ud iing from the Southern press
angry and defensive. Southern aewspapers aimed most of their venom
at the "Black Republican” press, so brutal in s accusations that it "can-
not fail to be imitated in Congress, "1
charged Southern papers. Grow, not Keitt. hy
not Keitt, was insolent. Grow, not Keitt, had ém’zs{z‘*d rules of order by not
objecting from his seat. Norwas this

s fight anything special: such tussles
1 L

happened all the time Faually grating, \m\?swn
Vulgar fwiw'iw " Norther

Powers of mv

Sentine], | h

- the South wasnt cowed. It vweas

I'he Northern press was full of Hes

ad started the fight. G

(A5

papers were {ull of
ners were entirely too focused on “the mere
ugilism™ and Grow's “chance-blow” charged the Virginiy
€y :3 dn't understand that honor wasny amatter of musele.






