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Between December 1859 and February 1860, The Impending Crisis of the South (1857) was at the center of congressional debate and at the forefront of the nation’s attention. Revelations that emerged in November 1859 connected Republicans to the book’s author Hinton Rowan Helper which inflamed an angry Southern response and bitter deadlock over election of the speaker of the house. Democrats refused to accept the leading Republican candidate for speaker, John Sherman, because he had endorsed the Crisis. Republicans defended their right to free speech while Democrats accused their opponents of not only endorsing but promoting Helper’s revolutionary doctrines urging nonslaveholders to overthrow the slave regime. Southerners accused abolitionists and Republicans of subversive designs in attempting to mass circulate a shortened, compendium version of The Impending Crisis before the critical presidential election of 1860. Following on rapidly from the Harpers Ferry incident (John Brown was hanged on December 2) this dispute made an already tense political situation considerably worse. In the process, the North Carolinian Helper was propelled into the public controversy over the sectional crisis and his book became an important factor in deciding the 1860 presidential election.

The fullest modern account of the speakership contest and the impact of the Crisis is provided by David M. Potter. He suggests that these events illustrated “a deeper estrangement on the part of the South than any previous crisis had shown” which highlighted “the depth of the sectional division.” This article builds upon and extends Potter’s analysis. It examines the appeal of The Impending Crisis and will review debates in Congress, showing how the book managed to polarize opinion to such an extent. In particular, elite Southerners took offense at Helper’s insurrectionary doctrines, exposing their own fears about the loyalty of nonslaveholding whites. Such reactions were viewed as excessive by Northerners who raised the issue of civil liberties when the book was banned in Southern states. Potter emphasizes the divisive effect of the speakership contest, both politically and in moving public opinion in the North and the South further apart, but writes that it “was important not for what it did, but for what it symptomized.” In actual fact, the speakership contest was extremely important for what it did. A small coterie of die-hard secessionists from South Carolina opportunistically used events to further their designs in engineering secession, claiming that Republicans were intent upon attacking slavery where it already existed. The Impending Crisis and the speakership contest focused the attention of the South upon the Republican threat at home, a point neglected in  Potter’s account. It became very difficult for many Southerners, perhaps a majority, to believe that the Republicans were only concerned about slavery’s extension into the territories. Because of their support for Helper, a persuasive case could be made to suggest that the Republicans not only acted as a sectional party but actively threatened the South’s internal security.

Of course, the specter of the supposed Republican menace had already been raised by John Brown’s raid that had shaken the South to its core. My intention is not to minimize the importance of Harpers Ferry—it would be foolhardy to do so—but it must be stressed that the speakership contest was not just an extension of the arguments over Brown but exacerbated and deepened the sectional divide in new ways. As the Daily Herald put it, Republican attempts to implement Helper’s plan constituted “one of the most alarming and widespread attempts, by secret and indirect means, to destroy the Union ever before made” and their covert designs, legitimized by the party hierarchy in the mind of the South, were of grave concern regardless of Brown. The significance of the speakership contest and Helper’s book has become obscured in the attention paid to Harpers Ferry. In order to appreciate the impact of The Impending Crisis on national politics in 1860 therefore it is vital to attempt to disentangle the two episodes as far as possible. This is extremely difficult to do, not least because Democrats repeatedly linked Helper to Brown, and it must be acknowledged at the outset that a number of issues raised here require further investigation. Nonetheless, the widespread Southern perception that the Republicans supported Helper’s plan to unite nonslaveholding whites in abolishing slavery, which undermined the party’s collective denial of responsibility for Brown’s violent course of action, is essential to understanding the South’s reaction to the outcome of the 1860 election.
 

Moreover, The Impending Crisis played an important role in Lincoln’s successful nomination and his electoral victory that is ignored by Potter and barely mentioned in accounts of the 1860 election. It is no exaggeration to state that Helper’s book was the most important campaign document used by the Republican party in 1860, its profile and notoriety being raised by the fierce congressional debates. William H. Seward’s hopes for the presidential nomination were dealt a severe blow by Sherman’s defeat, but the wider Republican cause was greatly aided by the speakership contest as the public became desperate to find out what all the fuss was about. Preaching the virtues of free labor Republicanism, The Impending Crisis had a circulation of over 100,000 copies and detailed plans were drawn up by Republicans for strategic distribution of the book not just in marginal states in the 1860 election, but within selected counties of those vital states. Whether these plans were carried out is not proven. However, there are enough indications that the Crisis exerted a powerful influence in swing states to merit further scrutiny and it is hoped that others will take up the lead provided here.
     

I
It was the New York Daily Tribune that first brought public attention to The Impending Crisis and the newspaper’s editor Horace Greeley became convinced of its potential influence upon the electorate. Hinton Rowan Helper was a North Carolinian abolitionist who claimed to represent the interests of his fellow nonslaveholding whites.
 The Impending Crisis of the South presented a strident Republican critique of slavery and its negative influence upon all aspects of Southern society. Helper blamed slaveholders for keeping the nonslaveholding majority in a permanent state of backwardness, suggesting they would benefit from adopting a free labor system. He advised nonslaveholders to organize as a class and take control from slaveholders. Greeley astutely noted that Helper’s authenticity as a native Southerner granted him “an authority and a weight which no outsider can have” on the slavery question and he became an important promoter of his work. The Daily Tribune’s review announced that nonslaveholding whites were “fortunate” to have someone to represent their interests, “one who utters no stammering, hesitating, nor uncertain sound, who possesses a perfect mastery of the mother tongue, who speaks as well from a long study and full knowledge of his subject as from profound convictions, and in whose vocabulary the words fear and doubt seem to have no place.” Helper’s statistics acted like “heavy artillery...interspersed with rolling volleys and dashing charges of argument and rhetoric.”
 The Southern press ignored The Impending Crisis. The few reviews that were written rarely focused upon its arguments, but instead bitterly denounced Helper as a traitor to his native soil. What made the book unusual or infamous, depending upon one’s viewpoint, was that it took a critical view of slavery, yet was written by a Southerner.


The response in the North was not just highly favorable, but positively celebratory. The New Englander described The Impending Crisis as “the most complete and effective presentation within our knowledge. It is thorough, reliable, demonstrative, overwhelming. It consists of facts which cannot be denied or gainsayed.” The New York Evening Post found it “the most compact and irresistible array of facts and arguments...that we have encountered” and the Ohio Jeffersonian Democrat described the Crisis as no less than “the greatest anti-slavery work ever issued from an American pen.” Democratic papers simply ignored it, or, following the Southern lead, attacked the character of its author.
 Most members of the abolitionist community were just as enthusiastic, if not hyperbolic about the potential impact of the Crisis. The National Anti-Slavery Standard found it to be “one of the most remarkable that our age has witnessed” and praised it for “setting forth a definite plan for compelling emancipation.” William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator described it as “a remarkable work” that was “in some respects more valuable than any other work that has yet appeared on the subject of slavery.” William Goodell wrote that it was a “privilege” to read the Crisis and had no hesitation in recommending it to the readers of his Radical Abolitionist, publishing several extracts in his newspaper. Boston abolitionist Samuel May, Jr., was passionately exuberant about this “very remarkable” work. It was “one of those books, which it is worth laboring and waiting many years for and which will reward the faith and patience of the abolitionists.” What struck him especially was “the downright plainness of its talk” that contrasted with the “feeble twaddle which emanates from the great majority of Northern writers on slavery.”
 


Most significantly, The Impending Crisis was well received in Republican circles. In the summer of 1857, the Republican National Executive committee secretary, William M. Chace, suggested that remaining funds from the unsuccessful presidential campaign of 1856 be used in distributing an abridged version of the Crisis for the 1858 congressional elections. After consulting Republican heavyweights Thurlow Weed and William Seward, Edwin Morgan, chairman of the National Executive, agreed. Chace believed that “disseminating such important facts as Helper as collected” would “lay a platform” for future “success.” Others became interested in the project, including John Bigelow editor of the New York Evening Post. Plans were suspended, however, in the winter of 1857 because of the severe economic downturn.
 Nonetheless, it is clear that major Republican figures were highly impressed with the Crisis. Chace told Gideon Welles that the book “contains unanswerable facts and figures: showing the superiority of free over slave labor” and asserted that it might “work wonders” in certain key states. Charlton T. Lewis, a Pennsylvanian Republican, rather optimistically proclaimed that Helper captured “a widely spreading sentiment at the South.”


More realistically, it was thought that Helper’s book would appeal to working men in the border states and to Southern migrants in the mid-west. In 1856, the antislavery cause had secured a notable success in the city of St. Louis when Frank Blair, Jr., was elected as a free-soil Democrat. Championed by B. Gratz Brown’s St. Louis Missouri Democrat, Blair and his supporters envisaged a program of gradual emancipation with compensation for slaveholders. Given the Republican party’s desire to broaden its appeal beyond the North to the border states and the West, it was a sensible decision to use the Crisis. It was significant, then, that the opening line of the Daily Tribune review described the book as “a most noticeable echo to the cry recently raised in the Missouri Legislature and so promptly responded to by the late municipal election in St. Louis, on behalf of the rights and interests of the laboring white men of the Slaveholding States.” While Helper was no doubt pleased that his book appealed to both Republicans and abolitionists, it was its effect on the growth of the political antislavery movement that was most important in the long run.

     
When the economic situation became more favorable, New York lawyer William Henry Anthon headed a new distribution campaign. In December 1858 and again in February 1859, circular letters were drafted to publicize the cause and call for donations. In conjunction with Frank Blair, Sr., Edwin Morgan, governor of New York, used his considerable influence within the party to solicit the support of Republican politicians. Sixty-eight congressmen eventually agreed to pledge their names to the project, including Joshua Giddings, John Sherman, Galusha Grow, and William Seward, the leading candidate for nomination in the 1860 presidential election. As a further circular letter of March 9 spelt out, “gratuitous distribution” of the compendium was planned in states that were to “decide the next Presidential contest”--Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Indiana, and Illinois. The Crisis was of particular use, it was argued, because “testimony of a Southern man, born and reared under the influence of slavery, will be more generally listened to and profoundly heeded, whether in the Slave or in the Free States, than an equally able and conclusive work written by a Northern man.” Helper and his collaborators could hardly have wished for a better response, collectively forging a broad coalition of Republican and abolitionist support, impressed by both the ideas and the potential impact of the Crisis.

II

The political scene was to be irrevocably altered, however, by John Brown’s attack at Harpers Ferry on October 16. Just over a month afterwards, the pro-Democratic New York Herald published the full text of the March 9 letter, alongside selected passages from the Crisis, under the sensational headlines “Contributors for the Fund of Treason and Revolution” and “The Republican Party Abolitionized.” James Gordon Bennett’s editorial suggested that this was the most notable disclosure “brought to light in this country since the treason of Benedict Arnold” and declared Helper’s supporters “revolutionists and traitors.” Two days later, the lead story compared the aims and objectives of the compendium to those of John Brown. “How much less criminal is it to pay for circulating an incendiary publication of this sort--a John Brown text-book--than to give him funds direct with which to raise the standard of insurrection in Virginia?” This was a new and more insidious threat, however, because it was endorsed by members of the Republican party. The Impending Crisis was designed to make “treasonable appeals” to Southern nonslaveholding whites, while converting Northerners “into fanatical abolitionists and relentless enemies of the South.” Why the Herald made its attack at this time is not certain—it was surely aware of promotional letters that were widely circulated that year. Perhaps it feared that multiple copies of the compendium were about to be printed or most likely wanted to keep Republicans on the defensive on the eve of the forthcoming winter session. Either way, it was a continuation of strenuous efforts to tar the Republicans with an abolitionist brush. Whatever the precise motive, it marked the beginning of a Democratic assault upon the compendium and its endorsement by the Republican party. Incredibly it was to be Helper’s opponents, slaveholders or the “‘Gulf Squadron’” as Greeley called them, who would unwittingly and decisively stimulate circulation, transforming the compendium into a bestseller.

Just one week after the Herald’s revelations, Congress opened on December 5, where attention focused on the election of the speaker of the house. The speaker exerted considerable influence, appointing committees that shaped the direction and scope of congressional action, a matter of great concern in an election year. Moreover, the position became even more crucial as no party enjoyed overall control of the house.
 After the first ballot proved inconclusive, Missouri Democrat John B. Clark introduced a resolution that declared the “sentiments” of The Impending Crisis “insurrectionary and hostile to the domestic peace and tranquillity of the country…no member of this House who has endorsed and recommended it, or the compend from it, is fit to be Speaker of this House.” As both leading Republican candidates, John Sherman and Galusha Grow, had endorsed the book, this presented something of a problem. As representative of a border state, Clark declared, he would “be recreant to that constituency, recreant to my own self-respect, and a traitor to our common country” if he did not condemn Helper’s endorsers, as they incited some of his constituents “to insurrection, to treason, to bloodshed, and to murder.” Moreover, “if men are to be placed in high positions in the country who have advocated what this book advocates” then the whole country must be made aware of the situation.
  

As both Potter and Ollinger Crenshaw outline, Clark’s resolution galvanized the Democrats who refused to accept a Helper endorser as speaker. With no clear majority for any candidate, and Democrats blocking moves to allow election by plurality, it took until February 1, 1860, just under eight weeks, to resolve the situation. John Sherman was eventually forced to withdraw his candidacy in favor of a compromise coalition ticket headed by William Pennington, supported by anti-Lecomptonites and Northern Whig-Americans. Pennington, from New Jersey, was a conservative Whig who had only recently joined the Republicans and had not endorsed the Crisis. This constituted the second longest election for speaker in history, a period in which the normal business of government was seriously disrupted and the atmosphere within Washington became decidedly hostile. As historian Emerson David Fite wonderfully put it: “A part of almost every day the House devoted to a fruitless ballot or two for Speaker, the remainder of the time to the speeches of the mob.”


Why the Democrats made this stand is a question that has not been satisfactorily answered, nor have the consequences of this stalemate been given much attention in recent explanations of the causes of the Civil War. Republicans believed the Democrats acted purely for political gain. John Sherman’s recollection that “the excitement...seemed so ludicrous that we regarded it as manufactured frenzy” is supported by historian Allan Nevins’ comment that the “Southern Democrats set an example of flagrant partisanship.” However, two months of bitter accusation and recrimination cannot be explained solely as the result of political expediency. As will be discussed, a small number of Southern secessionists clearly had much to gain from paralyzing the national government thereby worsening sectional relations. In a much deeper sense, though (and it is quite probable that the  Republicans did not realize this), the vast majority of Southern members were genuinely offended and alarmed at Republican endorsement of Helper’s book especially as it was revealed so soon after October 16. In some ways, the hysterical Southern reaction was to be expected. The bitterness caused by Harpers Ferry poisoned the political atmosphere and made conciliation very difficult, perhaps impossible in late 1859. Democrats were unlikely to accept a Republican speaker without a fight and at the same time the House attempted to elect a speaker, Senate business was still dominated by the debate over John Brown’s raid.

Undeniably though, it was Republican association with Helper that prevented a speaker from being elected. Indeed, had Helper not been linked to the Republicans a speaker would have been routinely elected, regardless of the fall-out from Harpers Ferry. The speakership contest thus not only prolonged the damage done by John Brown but exacerbated and deepened the growing political and sectional divide in its own right. It worked in tandem with Brown but also had its own effect. Most immediately, the shock and horror of Harpers Ferry was revisited. Lines from The Impending Crisis proposing an “exterminating war” against slaveholders, asking whether “you aspire to become the victims of white non-slaveholding vengeance by day, and of barbarous massacre by the negroes at night” were frequently recited during debates and had an incendiary impact. More damaging in the long run was the accusation that the Republicans were intent on undermining the institution of slavery where it already existed by political rather than the violent means—sending emissaries into the South and distributing abolitionist literature like the Crisis that encouraged nonslaveholders to vote against planters.
  

Republican support for Helper made it very difficult to deny some level of complicity with John Brown, a link made repeatedly by Democrats during the debates. As has been well documented, Brown had a tremendous impact upon the Southern psyche that had always been exceedingly fragile when confronted with the issue of slave insurrection. What has been less well appreciated is the connection that was made between Helper’s Crisis and Harpers Ferry.
 Republican endorsement of the Crisis weakened their position by leaving them vulnerable to accusations of guilt, if not responsibility, for the raid. Early in the session, Senator William P. Fessenden of Maine provided a long and comprehensive denial of Northern complicity in the Brown raid, one of many similar Republican speeches. Senator Albert G. Brown of Mississippi remained entirely unmoved by what he termed “excuses.” “The great fact stands out in bold relief,” he stated, “that JOHN SHERMAN did put his sign manual to a paper more bitterly denunciatory of the South and of slavery than anything ever signed by John Brown.” Sherman endorsed “an anti-slavery book...from an infamous source.” If he actually followed in the footsteps of Brown and attacked Virginia, it was sarcastically suggested, “I dare say you would all declare that you had no sympathy for him; but, my honorable friends, if you sympathize with that which leads to results; if you indorse by your votes in this high place those whose conduct could only prompt to results such as those at Harper’s Ferry, do you think the country can hold you guiltless?”


New York Democrat John Cochrane went even further. He accused Seward and the “whole Republican Party” for Harpers Ferry, their guilt being proven by endorsement of The Impending Crisis: “through the columns of the New York Herald...the secret causes and the complicity therein of Republican leaders” was exposed. “Then, for the first time, did the public learn that a secret poison had for months been in industrious circulation through the vitals of the country; and then, for the first time, was it known that the circulators were the leaders, the counselors and advisers of the Republican party.” Cochrane quoted at length from the Crisis to illustrate its violent and excessive overtones, “doctrines and principles” that “are directly sanctioned and approved of by the Republican party.” He read out the enthusiastic endorsements of Seward, Joshua Giddings, and others from the book’s front cover. “In my opinion,” Cochrane concluded, “is the Republican party to be held, in strict truth and stern integrity, before the country responsible for these events, which are clearly traceable to their acts, to the speech of WILLIAM H. SEWARD, at Rochester, and to the circular to which their names were appended in recommendation of the Helper book.” Undoubtedly, Cochrane intended to put as much pressure as possible upon his New York rival Seward, as well as showing his Southern allies that some Northerners were equally concerned at the Republicans’ actions. However, by reinforcing notions that the Republicans were an abolitionist organization, intent upon spreading their message beyond the Mason-Dixon line, he only widened the growing divide between North and South.



Brown could be labeled a monomaniac and his actions strenuously denounced by Republicans, but the party could not deny connections with Helper, nor that his book basically espoused the free soil, free labor, free men party line. Once the emotional outcry in the wake of Harpers Ferry had subsided somewhat, and Southerners began to think more rationally about what happened, attempts at reconciliation were gravely undermined by the candidacy of Sherman and the revelation that he was one of sixty-eight supporters of The Impending Crisis. The handful of Southern politicians who conceded that individual endorsement of the book might have been unintentional questioned whether this explanation was enough to quell growing public unrest across the South. “I know that we are all in the habit frequently of signing papers of a light nature of which we do not know the contents,” said Senator Stephen R. Mallory of Florida “but are the southern people satisfied with that?” He appealed to the Republicans to accept their reservations about Sherman, “in a better spirit,” indicating great concern at the present situation. “They should assist us here in transmitting to our constituents the fact that the North is not overwhelmingly against us; that there are conservative men there; that this party does not design to drive us out of the Union.” Made in a spirit of conciliation, Mallory nonetheless revealed the deep gulf that separated the parties on this issue.

The Republican response became increasingly aggressive during the course of the debate, becoming focused upon the issue of civil liberties. From an initial position of relative quiet, while waiting for the Democratic storm to blow itself out, Republicans became more and more incensed at their opponents’ rhetoric.
 Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts stated that in his “part of the country,” people believed “in the absolute right of free discussion of all questions.” Benjamin Wade found the Crisis not “dangerous to the people of any section,” and, indeed, saw “nothing in the book but what is just, right, and proper for the consideration of all men who take an interest in these matters.” Lydia Maria Child urged the Republicans to remain steadfast on this issue and not give in to what she perceived to be bullying tactics: “How long will it be before the North learns that she needs only to be firm to be unconquerable?” Child’s comment typified a hardening resolve to stand up to Southern aggression, something that undermined the stability of the Union in the long run. The way in which Republicans stood firm and even took the offensive on the grounds of free speech brings the importance of the speakership contest to the fore. Republicans unanimously condemned the actions of John Brown, but many, if not all, believed they had the right to read, and endorse if they wished, The Impending Crisis.


Essentially the problem came down to differing interpretations of the protection of free speech embodied in the Constitution, a principle to which each side laid claim. A revealing exchange between Wilson and Senator Alfred Iverson of Georgia illustrated the divergence. Wilson condemned the recent tarring and feathering of a suspected abolitionist reported in the Savannah News as a violation of free speech. Iverson responded that not only should he have been tarred and feathered “but [he] deserved the fate which John Brown had.” His colleague, Albert G. Brown, added that the South’s very future “depends upon the repression of such doctrines” as abolitionism. There was no way to resolve this argument. Free speech clearly was suppressed in the South on the issue of abolition, as numerous Republicans pointed out during the course of debate, yet Southerners were entirely unrepentant. For them, the protection of property and society was intimately linked to the necessity of repelling antislavery in whatever form it took, be it individual agitators, books, newspapers, or Republicans in Congress.
 


This point was emphasized by an exchange between the two leading protagonists six weeks into the debate. In the face of many calls by Republicans to withdraw his resolution, Clark held fast. He had no wish to prevent organization of the house for partisan motives, but was moved by “higher and nobler purposes.” Specifically, he acted “to warn the South and to warn my constituents,” that the Republicans advocated “doctrines calculated to destroy the Union, and which strike at the peace and security of the hearthstones and the firesides of those who have charged me with the duty of representing them upon this floor.” This was the rub of the Republican’s endorsement of Helper. What might have begun as political opportunism for some became an issue of grave concern to Democrats who worried about abolitionist incursion into the South. A clearly exasperated John Sherman responded that he had already explained his position and could not understand why the resolution still stood. “For gentlemen now to press the matter; to agitate the country, to spread these extracts all over the South...to proclaim, day after day, that the Republicans entertain these sentiments and indorse them, is not that ingenious, candid and manly course which a great party like the Democratic party ought to pursue.” He clearly believed that his opponents had overstepped the mark in making their case. “While we may conduct our political quarrels with heat, and discuss matters with zeal and determination, it ought to be done with fairness and frankness. The mode in which this resolution has been pressed before the country...is without a precedent, not only in history but in party caucuses, in State Legislatures, in State conventions, or anywhere else.” Neither side, it appears, appreciated the other’s position.

The logical conclusion from this impasse was that the sections could not continue to co-exist. Just over a year before South Carolina became the first state to leave the Union, numerous Southern speakers reached this position and warned against the dire consequences of a Republican victory in the presidential race. In total, seventeen different speakers advocated secession during the first eight weeks of the session.
 Such rhetoric became so common during the speakership debate that Republicans tired of what they interpreted as Southern bullying. Thaddeus Stevens bemoaned that “For many weeks past, while this floor has been occupied by an unorganized and disorganizing body of gentlemen, we have listened in silence to what, I think, may be fairly called the rantings of the South, filled with groundless accusations against the North, and threats of vengeance and dissolution of the Union.” This dangerous admission grossly underestimated the gravity of the situation. Southerners like Senator James M. Mason of Virginia attempted to warn their opponents of the dire consequences of a Republican victory. “If I know anything of the condition of the southern States,” he said, “if I know anything of the feeling of the people,” the question will not be “shall the Union be dissolved,” but “honest-minded, thinking, responsible men” will question whether “is there any mode on God’s earth by which the Union can be preserved?” Northern refusal to take Southern threats of withdrawal seriously exacerbated the secession crisis in the winter of 1860-61. It must have entered the minds of many at that time that a number of threats had been issued during the speakership contest and that Lincoln’s best course of action was to call the South’s bluff—something that would have devastating consequences.

III

Underlying both Southern fears and outrage was the notion that the Republican party was attempting to incite class conflict within the South. If the primary unspoken fear of slaveholders was the loyalty of their slaves, not far behind was the nagging doubt over the loyalty of nonslaveholders to the cause.
 The Impending Crisis not only pointed to the deficiencies of slavery and superiority of free labor, but directed nonslaveholding whites to withdraw their support from the slaveholding regime and take control either by the power of the ballot box or by force. Pennsylvanian Democrat William Bigler reported the great sense of anger felt by his Southern colleagues at a book that caused “the worst possible feeling...between the slave holding and non-slaveholding citizens of the same States...advising one class of people to separate themselves from another.” It was in this respect that James L. Pugh of Alabama believed that he had uncovered “the real design in announcing the irrepressible conflict” and the “purposes of the Helper book” —to influence and persuade the nonslaveholder “that his labor and the labor of the slave are in ruinous conflict, and “that his condition as a white laborer would be vastly improved by the absence of slavery from the States.” Even the moderate South Carolinian William W. Boyce bluntly stated that “the object of this book is evidently to array the non-slaveholders of the South against the slaveholders. It is the tocsin to civil war at the South.” Hostile rhetoric such as this was typical of the Democrats’ response. The notion that Republican/abolitionist agitators (the terms were virtually indistinguishable for many) were covertly infiltrating the South greatly alarmed elite Southerners. Michael P. Johnson has argued that the desire for secession was partly driven by such fears, at least in Georgia. Helper’s book provided compelling evidence of Republican attempts to undermine Southern stability.


Private letters, public communications, and newspaper editorials from December 1859 suggest that the nomination of John Sherman, interpreted as an endorsement of Helper’s plans for a nonslaveholding revolution, had pushed many Southerners to the limit. The timing of debates in Congress was critical in this respect. In the weeks following Harpers Ferry, reports circulated throughout the South of abolitionist infiltration, strange visitors, and planned slave revolts. Six weeks after that fateful raid, as things calmed down somewhat, Southerners were presented with a new, and arguably more insidious and overt, confirmation of Republican designs. Although one must be especially cautious in distinguishing between reactions to Brown and to the speakership contest in December 1859, which overlapped in many ways, a number of responses suggest that promoting Helper was the final straw. One North Carolinian who had considered himself a unionist confessed that “the endorsement of the Harpers Ferry outrage and Helper’s infernal doctrine has shaken my fidelity” to such an extent that he was now “willing to take the chances of every probable evil that may arise from disunion.” From the deep South, Edward Bullock commented that the speakership contest generated “immense interest” and that it was “the concurrent testimony of all men that the disunion sentiment never was half so deep.” Perhaps most revealing of all was Bigler’s private observation that “nothing has made so much bad blood as the endorsement of Helper’s book.” This was even more damaging than “the sympathy manifested for old Brown,” he wrote. These sentiments were echoed by an anonymous Southerner, who told Sherman that “popular feeling” in the South believed that the Republicans were now “voting in a solid phalanx as a purely sectional organization,” which had many negative and potentially disastrous consequences. The Charleston Mercury seized upon revelations from Congress to state with absolute certainty that Republicans wanted to emancipate the slaves. Helper became a symbol of treachery whose negative impact was apparent throughout the year of 1860 and contributed to a general climate of fear and hysteria within the South.
 


The South’s aggressive response was fueled by the widespread perception that Republicans challenged Southern honor by nominating Sherman. The refusal to select a non-endorser was taken as an insult upon the South as a whole. Virginian Roger A. Pryor accused his opponents of deliberately provoking humiliation: “Your purpose is not only to vanquish us, but to degrade us. Your purpose is to impart the sting of personal insult to our defeat. Your object is to dishonor the section which I, in association with so many better and abler and truer men, have the honor very feebly to represent.” Southern newspapers carried belligerent editorials supporting the words of their politicians in Washington. As Albert Rust of Arkansas put it, “in the present state of the public mind at the South, irritated and exasperated almost to frenzy by recent and still occurring outrages,” the continued candidacy of Sherman amounted to “the last drop in the cup already full of wrong and insult and outrage, which they have suffered at the hands of the Black Republican party of this country.”
 The defense of Southern honor was a constant theme of the secessionists. Daniel Crofts suggests that “the secession mentality often had its roots in a sense of immediate provocation and a desire to avenge an insult.” Both the provocation and the insult were, in part, conveyed and exacerbated during the fierce clashes of the speakership contest. By January 1860, E.W. Marshall was not the only Southerner to express the view that the “wheels of government should stop” rather “than our principles, our honor be infringed upon.”

Just as threatening to the security of the Union was the impetus given to Southern nationalists, particularly those from South Carolina. Ollinger Crenshaw has shown that South Carolinian Governor William H. Gist, in consultation with his delegation in Washington, stood ready to prevent the election of Sherman by force if necessary. Gist would “wade in blood rather than submit to inequality and degradation.” In conjunction with Robert Barnwell Rhett, Laurence Keitt, D.H. Hamilton, and possibly others, Gist plotted the violent rejection of a Republican speaker. The scale of their plan was astonishing; they were actually willing to send troops to Washington to prevent Sherman taking the speaker’s chair. Governor Henry Wise of Virginia also appeared willing to send troops if fighting broke out. Thus, just eleven months before Lincoln was elected president, those Southerners who would become the driving force behind secession during 1860-61, went further than ever before in drawing up and attempting to execute plans for withdrawal.



These plans were hatched during the numerous meetings arranged in response to the crisis over the speaker’s election. For Gist, Miles, Rhett, Keitt and others, men who held little doubt that secession was the only option but who disagreed about how best to bring it about, the speakership contest presented a golden opportunity to influence both public and political opinion in the Southern states. Charles B. Dew’s most recent study of secession argues that “The South Carolina commissioners spoke with a remarkably unified voice” in early 1861; “Some of that unity, it is clear, was planned.” That planning began in the winter and spring of 1860 as disunionists organized in response to the speakership crisis and to Harpers Ferry. Numerous hostile resolutions were passed in the South Carolina legislature and attempts were made to arrange a convention of all Southern states. C.G. Memminger was sent by Gist to address the Virginia legislature on January 19, bemoaning, among other things, Sherman’s continued candidacy despite having recommended a book inviting “anarchy and servile war at the South.” By persisting with Sherman, Republicans refused “any kind of concession to the outraged feelings of the South,” he protested. Steven A. Channing argues that the speakership “was a more than incidental background to Memminger’s mission to Virginia,” but would it be going too far to suggest that the visit would have happened at all without the concurrent political turmoil over the speaker? Was the timing of Memminger’s trip, coming six weeks into the congressional stalemate, merely coincidental, or would it have happened as a result of Harpers Ferry anyway?
 

 Virginia listened politely to Memminger but did not follow his advice. Although secessionists were defeated this time, their actions were surely important in laying the groundwork for later success as positions were staked out on the question of disunion. Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida indicated that they would follow a South Carolinian lead to secede. In general, the scale of support for secession, both for and against, became much clearer in early 1860, preparing the way for secession leaders within each individual state to act decisively when the time came. Critically, as Manisha Sinha argues, “Carolinian secessionists realized that their state and the Lower South would have to make the first move” if the South was to leave the Union, echoing a similar conclusion of Channing several decades earlier. South Carolinians recognized their long-cherished hopes that Virginia might make the first move were futile. Given that South Carolina’s swift response to Lincoln’s election was crucial in generating enough momentum to carry other deep South states along with them, preparations in the winter of 1859-60 were of the utmost importance. Secessionists were ready in November 1860 in a way they might not have been if the speaker had been elected without controversy. It is overstating the case to view the speakership contest as a rehearsal for secession, but the dynamics of the debate ensured that withdrawal would be the gut reaction of a majority, if not all, Southern Democrats if a Republican was elected president, and that they would be prepared for such an eventuality.
      

The key to secession was to persuade a majority that the Republicans posed a direct threat to the South. “Declarations of Immediate Causes” passed by secession conventions in the winter of 1860-61 unanimously spoke of the subversive Republican threat to cherished Southern institutions. Such arguments carried all the more resonance because of the party’s endorsement of Helper. As I have argued previously, the Crisis had a Southern circulation and many newspapers felt this to be a great danger to the South. The New Orleans Daily Delta worried that Helper’s “arguments” were bringing abolitionism to the South and the Charleston Mercury had no doubts that a Republican administration would create “an Abolition party in the South, of Southern men,” sentiments echoed by the New Orleans Daily Crescent. These comments paraphrased Alabamian James L. Pugh’s warning, made during the speakership contest, that by using Helper, Republicans wanted to develop “an anti-slavery organization in the Southern states, which will ultimately strike down slavery there by changing State constitutions.” The point is not that nonslaveholders were about to turn to the Republicans in great numbers because they had read The Impending Crisis—they were not. The significant observation is that these incidents and reports both exacerbated the fears of elite Southerners like D.H. Hamilton who “mistrust[ed] our own people more than I fear all the efforts of the Abolitionists,” and, at the same time, suggested to ordinary Southerners that the Republicans did indeed threaten their security. Many similar comments were made by planters at this time, but probably the strongest evidence of concern was provided by James D. B. De Bow’s Interest in Slavery of the Southern Non-Slaveholder. This pamphlet explaining the benefits of slavery to nonslaveholding whites was commissioned in October 1860 to shore up yeomen support. John Ashworth speculates that De Bow’s private opinion of nonslaveholding loyalty was considerably different from that presented in the pamphlet and in many ways De Bow was addressing concerns raised explicitly by The Impending Crisis.

Much more detailed analysis needs to be made into connections between the Southern response to the speakership dispute and the secession movement than can be given here. There is no doubt, however, that Helper, along with John Brown and William Seward, was an important rhetorical weapon in the armory of those driving secession. At a rally in Albany, Georgia, in October 1860, Martin Crawford argued that Republican endorsement of Helper was all the justification necessary to secede and a month later “inflammatory passages” from The Impending Crisis were read by secessionists in Macon, Mississippi. In early 1861, the Memphis Avalanche blamed Helper’s ideas for unionist feeling among nonslaveholders in Tennessee, warning that “the germ of Abolitionism is budding in our midst and will soon blossom.” Helper was a manifestation of Republican aggression blamed for causing unrest within the slave community. The Baltimore Clipper, for example, linked the so-called “Texas Troubles,” widespread fear of an abolitionist-inspired slave plot in Texas that grew stronger during the summer of 1860, to the doctrines contained in the Crisis. In Amelia County in southwest Virginia, a slave allegedly influenced by the “notorious incendiary” work of Helper was convicted of arson. Such evidence supports arguments for an internal explanation of secession proposed by Channing and Johnson—that planters were moved by fear of slave insurrection and by distrust of nonslaveholding whites. In wake of Pennington’s election Robert Toombs gleefully wrote that “We have whipped out Sherman and the Helperites.” Only secessionists could have been truly happy with this outcome, for the negative consequences of the speakership contest for national unity were severe.

IV

The speakership contest and The Impending Crisis also had important ramifications for Abraham Lincoln and the outcome of the 1860 election. William H. Seward, the most important Republican in 1859 and favorite for nomination in 1860, emerged very badly from events. To be sure, his position had been under attack for some time, but his cause was done further, if not irreparable damage. Links between his irrepressible conflict and higher law doctrines were firmly established to John Brown and to The Impending Crisis so as to become almost inseparable. “Sewardism, Helperism, and Shermanism are identical,” proclaimed Thomas Hindman of Arkansas, leading to “violence and bloodshed…revolution and anarchy.” Seward’s attempt to promote a more moderate image was fatally undermined by this connection, constantly emphasized by opponents and Democratic newspapers. In particular, the New York Herald mercilessly attacked Seward, incessantly linking his irrepressible conflict doctrine to Brown and Helper. Fire-eater Lawrence M. Keitt of South Carolina saw Harpers Ferry as a natural culmination of his philosophy: “In 1858, I believe it was, he made his Rochester ‘irrepressible conflict’ speech, developing this policy. The recommendation of the Helper book is signed. The bloody raid is made; and it is but the fruit on the tree of the policy which he inculcated.” Because of his words and actions in supporting Helper, Thomas G. Davidson of Louisiana accused Seward and the whole party of being “accessories before the fact to the murders and treason” at Harpers Ferry. There was little that Seward could do about this. As William Smith of Virginia pointed out, he had not only admitted reading the original edition of the Crisis with “deep attention” but called it “a work of great merit.” Many others referred to this endorsement during the debate. Seward was even included in a new chapter added to the compendium edition of the Crisis, “Testimony of Living Witnesses.”

The Daily Herald pronounced Sherman’s defeat a terminal blow for Seward’s hopes for the presidency. Robert Toombs similarly observed that the “defeat of Sherman was gall and wormwood to the Seward division of the Blacks [Republicans]. It brought them into national discredit and strengthened the opposition to Seward inside his party.” Alexander Stephens also regarded Sherman’s defeat as a blow to “the prestige of the ultra wing.” Both could be considered unreliable sources, exaggerating the demise of a key contender for the presidency, but it is worth stressing that Stephens did not consider Seward a “formidable” candidate but instead “the weakest man they could run” for the 1860 election. A delegate from Iowa to the Republican convention in Chicago shared their interpretation of the negative effect upon Seward, stating that “John Brown and Helper’s Impending Crisis would have driven all old-line-Whigs and Fillmore men from us if Seward had been nominated.”
 

Seward’s connection to Helper did not solely pave the way for another candidate at Chicago, as the New Yorker was severely hampered by his weakness in the marginal states anyway, but it certainly made nomination of someone else more likely. The only occasion that Lincoln publicly mentioned the Crisis was at the Cooper Institute in New York City on February 27, 1860. Notably, his long denial of Republican complicity at Harpers Ferry did not similarly address connections to The Impending Crisis, although he did point out that Brown and “Helper’s Book” were being used for partisan motives in an attempt to “break up the Republican organization.” Lincoln was too canny a politician to become associated with something that had become such a gross liability in terms of gaining the Republican nomination by the spring of 1860. It is highly ironic, of course, that the Republican candidate should have to avoid being tainted by the Crisis because it was regarded as extreme, yet at the same time party operatives believed the book’s free labor message could be especially influential in the swing states of the 1860 election.

The most significant practical effect of the speakership contest was to transform The Impending Crisis into a bestseller. One member commented that Helper was propelled into a notoriety that “he never dreamed of attaining....This book...you have asked the whole people of the United States to read and ponder upon.” Congressional debates were widely reported, raising public consciousness of sectional identity and fostering hostility to unprecedented levels. As historian Emerson Fite concluded, the impact of the speakership battle was “intense,” because “every phase of the two months’ battle...was eagerly read about the next morning by hundreds of thousands.” Negative images of Republicans as fanatical abolitionists were nothing new in the South, but to this was added the notion that they were poised to strike at slavery where it already existed. In turn, Northerners were given the impression that the Democrats were controlled by slaveholding despots determined to protect slavery to the detriment of cherished ideals of free speech.
 In the wake of such publicity, the Daily Tribune reported that “orders flow in for it from all quarters, in all quantities....North, East, South, and West” and estimated that in excess of one hundred thousand copies had been requested. “It is Helper on the counter, Helper at the stand, Helper in the shop, and out of the shop, Helper here, Helper there, Helper everywhere.” A New York Evening Post’s editorial was entitled “Helping Helper” and pointed out that plans for circulation had got nowhere before the Democrats had caused such a fuss.
 Although it is easy to overestimate the significance of heightened public opinion in light of what we know happened a year later, numerous speakers at the time echoed the comments of William Bigler in doubting “whether at any previous period in the history of this country, the people have been so deeply agitated on questions involving the peace of the country.” Historians have rather lost sight of this in recent years.


Even allowing for a measure of exaggeration, letters from the William Henry Anthon correspondence support the claim of mass circulation of The Impending Crisis. There was an unprecedented surge of demand for the compendium in December and January, from all parts of the country. From New Hampshire E.H. Rollins reported that 500 copies of the book had been sold “within 12 hours” but “the people still ‘ask for more.’” He wrote again three days later, anxious that fresh copies be dispatched as soon as possible, because “The demand for the book is enormous.” Thomas Newbould wrote that there was a “constant demand” in Camden, New Jersey, so much so that “The Jersey men are beginning to go to Philadelphia for it, and many could be sold on the spot.” Republicans in Indiana were “getting very anxious to see the work, as there is so much said about it just now in Congress and every place.” William Thomas, also of Philadelphia, wrote that he could “sell hundreds daily in this city” if he only had sufficient supplies. Another correspondent from Philadelphia, writing from the Office of the Westmoreland Coal Company, made the same point: the book “is doing a good work and its effects will become apparent this present year.” Many had been waiting upon delivery of the book for months, and were willing to accept the compendium or the longer original just as long they received a version of the Crisis. Ironically, one of John Clark’s constituents from Adair County, Missouri, wrote that he should be alarmed at the book’s influence, “for when the people of his district are sufficiently enlightened to protect their own interests at the ballot box, they will not be misrepresented by him.”
 


The Impending Crisis virtually sold itself at the beginning of 1860. Estimating total sales is very difficult but there is no reason to dispute Helper’s figure of 140,000 copies of all editions, making the Crisis the most important campaign document of the 1860 election.
 As the letters above indicate, it was sold within the key battlegrounds of the 1860 election. States not taken by the Republicans in 1856 (California, Illinois, Indiana, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania) would prove decisive in 1860. Evidence suggests that the compendium was not only targeted at key states, but at specific counties within those states. Joseph Medill, editor of the Chicago Tribune, wrote a long letter in May 1859 assessing the potential of the Crisis in the Old Northwest. He pinpointed a vast strip of territory across southern Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois “in which a majority...are from the slave states.” Securing the support of these voters was vital to Republican success in the 1860 election, “and the strongest possible document we could circulate within that territory would be the facts and arguments contained in your ‘Crisis’,” he told Helper. Thinking ahead to the election, Medill suggested that “many thousand copies can be dispersed in the coming winter and next spring” and requested 100 copies “to send to friends in southern Illinois as seed copies.” Another resident of Illinois, William Pickering, similarly wrote that the best way to reach these areas was to circulate The Impending Crisis.
  


By November 1859, Medill had laid the groundwork for mass distribution. Judging “by congressional districts, and with strict reference to the nationalities and character and politics of the people in each,” as well as by consulting with “the chairman of our state committee and with other leading Republicans” he pinpointed where the Crisis would best be distributed. Illinois was divided into nine sections, Indiana eleven sections, and it was these two states which would benefit most from gratuitous circulation. Offering to take responsibility for his home state, Medill provided the names of other potential distributors in Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and Indiana, estimated how many copies of the book might be distributed in each state, and suggested that the respective Republican central committees be given ultimate responsibility for circulation. The total number of copies that could be utilized was somewhere between 22,000 and 30,000, Medill believed. William Chace hinted at a similar strategically targeted effort in Pennsylvania. If the Crisis was “thoroughly circulated in only eleven counties...I think it will go much further than any single instrumentality to secure the electoral vote of Pennsylvania for the Republican Presidential nominee in 1860.” The book “will prove the best possible political campaign document for 1860,” not just in Pennsylvania, he continued, but also Indiana, Illinois, and New Jersey.
 


To what extent these plans were carried out requires further investigation. They were possibly disrupted by frenzied demand for the book or ignored by a publisher solely interested in profit, although in November 1860 Anthon wrote that “The Committee are now engaged in settling with the publisher” indicating that they had indeed been active during the year.
 Moreover, two important and experienced Republican politicians drew up these plans. Medill became a key member of Lincoln’s campaign team in 1860. Chace spoke not just for himself but claimed to speak for others for others in asserting that the Crisis “is in the judgment of our best politicians the most perfect and scientific presentation of the facts and figures in favor of free labor over slave labor ever made.”
 The publication committee of the Crisis, not to mention supporters of the project like Greeley and Edwin Morgan, were unlikely to have missed the opportunity to use the book to its maximum effect, given their faith in its message. 

V

Did the Crisis play a major part in swinging Millard Fillmore’s vote? There is no question that the key to Lincoln’s victory was to maintain existing support among Republicans while attracting votes from Fillmore’s American party supporters in the presidential election of 1856. Approximately 400,000 votes were cast for Fillmore in the North in 1856. As William E. Gienapp notes, Republicans needed to win over Know-Nothings and conservative old-line Whigs who had considered the Republican party a “radical organization” devoted to abolition. This is exactly what happened in the 1860 election. At least 40 percent of the 1856 American party vote went to Lincoln in Indiana and Ohio, more than 50 percent in New York, better than 60 percent in Iowa, upwards of 70 percent in Illinois, and 80 percent or more in Pennsylvania. Intriguingly, a Republican from southern Illinois hinted that Helper’s book did indeed play a crucial role in winning this vote, as he distributed to “old Whigs, Americans & half converted Democrats” having “no doubt” that the Crisis “will have a large circulation.” Conclusive proof, however, awaits discovery.

One of the great problems in assessing the book’s influence is the difficulty in establishing its effect upon the electorate. Even if distributed to large number of undecided voters, it is impossible to state with any certainty what impact it had. It is worth stressing, however, that letters highlighted the wide appeal of the Crisis and the influence it was exerting. Evan Randoph of Philadelphia wanted “as many as I may be intitled [sic] to, as I wish to distribute them among my manufacturing friends here, many of whom have already been converted by it.” These sentiments were echoed by the editor of The Miners’ Journal, published in Pottsville, Pennsylvania. Roy Bamman told Anthon that he had also contemplated mass circulating the Crisis, believing that “the people of the North, particularly the laboring classes, do not understand the slavery question.” George E. Baker reported from Albany that the Rev. A. D. Mayo had based recent lectures on material from the Crisis. Mayo spoke “highly of John Brown but shows that Helper[’]s book is vastly more serviceable and Christian as a cure for slavery.” The Republican hierarchy would have been especially delighted with the first two responses indicating Helper’s influence on the Northern working class. Lincoln was successful in attracting the votes of skilled workers, although he did not enjoy such success with regard to unskilled workers. Frustratingly, though, evaluations such as these were rare as neither politicians nor enthusiastic readers explicated at length what they found attractive in Helper’s critique. A key area for future research in evaluating the effect of the Crisis must be to look at its reception in newspapers, letters, and local records from the targeted states.

Having said that, many voters would not have had the opportunity to read the book in full but would have relied upon debates in Congress and excerpts reprinted in newspapers. Thus, it was possibly not the fine detail of the argument that really mattered but its wider, overarching message. Considered in this way, The Impending Crisis acted perfectly in binding antislavery ideas into an otherwise conservative Republican nationalist appeal. Indeed, if party strategists had purposely sat down to write a supportive pamphlet, they could hardly have done a better job. Helper presented slavery as an anti-national, divisive force, whose extinction was a natural part of the future development of the United States. He concentrated upon slavery’s harmful effects upon whites, serving to distance Republicans from the more moralistic message of the abolitionists by stressing antislavery credentials on economic grounds. Slavery was an insurmountable barrier to Southern progress perpetuated by a selfish minority and, while not directly stated in the Crisis, the implication was that Northern growth and continued prosperity was potentially compromised by its continuation. Republican stereotypes of slavery and the South as anti-modern, anachronistic, and alien, were not only reinforced, but gained added legitimacy because they were confirmed by the pen of a native Southerner. Eric Foner’s introduction to the new edition of his classic Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men reaffirms core Republican values as independence, equality, and free soil, generated by Northern capitalism but only guarantied by continued expansion. Standing in the way of that expansion was Southern slavery. If Foner is right, and “the glue” cementing core Republican values “was provided by the party’s condemnation of the slave society of the South and glorification of the progress, opportunity, and individual freedom embodied in the ‘free society’ of the North,” then the Crisis was an exceptionally useful vehicle for getting that message across.

Above all, the greatest strength of The Impending Crisis was its versatility. It could be used to the advantage of the Republican cause in many different ways and was undoubtedly a tremendous asset in “the crafting of an appeal that engaged the interest and emotions of the northern electorate.”
 Its overtures to the white working man countered Democratic race baiting. Indeed, Helper’s plan for colonization could only have aided Republican attempts to present themselves as the White Man’s Party in the lower North. On the key battleground of states like Pennsylvania, James McPherson suggests that a large measure of the Republican appeal was the emphasis upon keeping slavery out of the territories, which of course meant keeping blacks out of the West. The stress upon free labor and the harmonious benefits of industry, central to The Impending Crisis, were in accord with Republican desires to promote both a Homestead Bill and a protective tariff.
 Moreover, the Republican attack on Democratic corruption fitted nicely with Helper’s claims of planter corruption and manipulation of political offices for their own ends.
 


It seems clear that The Impending Crisis contributed significantly to the growing estrangement of North and South, to the election of Abraham Lincoln, and ultimately to the secession of the Southern states. To be sure, there were many other significant factors and Helper provoked such an intense response because of John Brown’s raid. Without Brown, his book would not have been so reviled by Democrats, who probably would not have taken such a fierce stand over Sherman’s election. Once set in motion, though, the speakership contest had its own effect. Republican attempts to disassociate themselves from Brown were fatally undermined by their connection to Helper. Southern secessionists exploited the opportunity to push their agenda of separation. Attempts to circulate The Impending Crisis were given a massive boost and the compendium sold in its thousands. In the aftermath of Harpers Ferry it hardly seemed possible that sectional relations could get worse, but Hinton Rowan Helper pushed the nation even further apart.
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