
106 

Social Studies Review 2019-20 

Book Review Corner 

The Field of Blood:  

Violence in Congress and the Road to the Civil War 

Author:  Joanne B. Freeman 

Review by Carolyn Waugh Rinetti  

Life was simpler then.  Except it wasn’t.  

Obviously it wasn’t to the people who lived in 

times past as they could not compare their lives 

to ours.  Nor was it even objectively simpler 

than our own as you soon learn if you examine 

the past in any detail. This is especially true if 

you examine life in Congress in the decades be-

fore the Civil War as Joanne B. Freeman does in 

her latest book, THE FIELD OF BLOOD. The 

issues seem pretty clearly defined to us today—

freedom vs. slavery, and the solutions stunningly 

obvious—immediate emancipation and equality 

for all. Yet navigating the maze of sectional and 

party politics in order to achieve those goals was 

a task that required the mind of a chess master 

who could envision a game board that had yet to 

exist.  Then imagine attempting that task with 

the threat of a cane to your back, a knife to your 

throat or a dueling pistol to your head.  That was 

life in the antebellum U.S. Congress. 

Professor Freeman selected as an entrée into 

the congressional conflicts of the 1820s, 30s and 

40s the life of congressional clerk Benjamin 

Brown French. French was a Forrest Gump-like 

figure who spent most of his adult life as a polit-

ical insider’s insider. His lifetime of being in the 

room where it happened spanned John Quincy 

Adam’s eulogizing of the Marquis de Lafayette 

from the floor of the House of Representatives 

to sitting a few feet from Lincoln on the speak-

er’s platform at Gettysburg—a platform he 

helped to arrange. French was also a newspaper 

man, an occasional poet and he recorded every-

thing.  Born in New Hampshire, French started 

his political life as a Jacksonian fan boy Demo-

crat and a staunch unionist who was willing, as 

were many, to appease southern slaveholders in 

order to preserve the Union. What he witnessed 

during his fourteen years as Congressional 

House Clerk caused him to transition from a de-

voted Democrat, with brief slow down for a 

Know-Nothing Party speed bump, to an equally 

devoted Republican. What French witnessed 

was nothing less than the southern “slavocracy” 

as it was called, bullying their political oppo-

nents into submission much as they did their 

slaves. Throughout French’s tenure in the House 

he watched southern representatives contort par-

liamentary rules, impose a gag rule, brandish 

Bowie knives and pistols and play the dueling 

card in order to maintain their power. Not that 

northerners and westerners during this time of 

sectional identity politics were not combative. 

They were just more inclined to use violent 
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words than violent deeds—until like the victim 

who simply can’t take it anymore they decide to 

fight back.  It was the norm in the decade before 

the Civil War for almost all representatives to 

enter the house chamber armed.  Clearly, it was 

nothing less than the breakdown of political dis-

course and the abandonment of the Union for 

party and section.  Sound familiar? 

What you learn about the antebellum Con-

gress in this book would make for a wonderfully 

absurd political satire except that it’s not exag-

gerated and they were all deadly 

serious. You learn that there 

were dozens of euphemisms for 

the drunkenness rampant in 

Congress including the charm-

ingly pastoral “chasing geese”. 

You learn that Congressional 

carpets were drenched with a 

very tangible stain of slavery—

the stain of juice from slave cul-

tivated tobacco that more often 

than not missed the spittoons. 

You learn that while fighting 

with any and all available weap-

ons was the norm, amazingly 

killing was not. Only one man 

died as the result of a Congres-

sional duel—a duel caused by his refusal to have 

a letter from an opposition newspaper editor 

placed in his hand by a fellow representative.  

According to the “code duello” this simple act 

was not only an insult to the giver’s honor but 

required a challenge that had to be met.  His re-

fusal to pick up a piece of paper cost this Con-

gressman his life. You learn that it took the 

mind of a Vegas odds maker to calculate the 

outcome of each Congressional conflict. What 

party and state did they represent?  Were they 

known as “fighters” or “non-combatants”? Old 

or young?  Drunk or sober?  Words or fists?   

Who was watching? Who was not? All politics 

were not only local they were intensely person-

al. As newspapers and the telegraph came of age 

a Congressman’s actions and 

personal honor appeared on 

national display and indistin-

guishable from that of his party 

and his constituents. It is not 

until northerners respond to 

years of southern bullying with 

their own threats of violence 

that it’s obvious in hindsight 

that a line of no return had 

been crossed, years before 

shots were fired on Fort Sum-

ter. While it makes subsequent 

and modern Congressional 

conflicts seem tame by com-

parison it is a cautionary tale of 

a time when party and self-

interest meant more than unity and country and 

also a reminder that there are some issues, such 

as slavery, over which there can be no compro-

mise. 


