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The Sumner House is a Federal style four-story townhouse in which 
Charles Sumner lived for over thirty years of his life. While not 
in the best of repair, "owing to the limited finances of the present 
owner, the floor plan, mantelpieces and woodwork of the Sumner house 
are intact.

The central and original block has a standard side hall plan. The 
hall enters into a front parlor and rear sitting room, beyond, which 
is a kitchen. The upper floors have a similar arrangement of rooms.
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The Charles Sumner House w^s the residence of one of the most pivotal 
figures in American politics both before and after the Civil War. 
Justifiably criticized for his intemperate speech and intolerant views-- 
a northern equivalent of the "fire-eating" secessionists of the south- 
he was the most outspoken political opponent of slavery. Entering the 
Senate in 1851, he is credited with signaling the disaffection with the 
Compromise of 1S5Q and placing the anti-slavery crusade on a political 
footing. The brutal assault made upon him in Congress, resulting from 
his insulting phillippics, was one more pivotal event, like John Brown's 
raids, which emotionally1 polarized the nation and intensified the 
inevitability- of civil conflict,

Sumner had a large part in the formation of the Republican Party and 
his published and distributed oration "The Barbarism of Slavery" was a 
prominent propaganda piece in the campaign of 1860. When the Civil War 
began he was the first prominent statesman to urge emancipation as a . 
measure to end the war. When the Proclamation was finally issued, no 
man had done more than him to prepare public sentiment for its approval,* 
With Republican control of the Senate in 1861, Sumner was made chairman 
of the powerful foreign relations committee rendering a decade of 
distinguished service in that post. Forging a close' alliance with the 
administration he successfully suppressed moves in Congress which risked 
war with Great Britain and France.

Sumner was the earliest progenitor of the extreme doctrine that secession 
disposed of all rights of the separatist States. A radical Republican, 
he championed Congressional reconstruction of the South in opposition 
to the moderate Presidential prescription and probably was the greatest 
influence in the defeat of Lincoln's proposal. In the Johnson adminis 
tration he joined with Thaddeus Stevens in the leadership of radical 
reconstruction intent on securing civil rights for freedmen. He was

*George H. Haynes, "Charles Sumner," Dictionary of American Biography, 
Vol. XVIII (New York, 1943), pp. 208-214.
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prominent in the impeachment of President Andrew Johnson, his 
indiscriminate invective earning him justified historical criticism.

Biography

Charles Sumner, United States Senator and ardent abolitionist; was born 
in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1811. His father, Charles Pinckney Sumner, 
was outspoken in condemning slavery and so earnest an advocate of "equal 
rights" that he opposed the exclusion of black children from the schools 
and the law prohibiting interracial marriage.

Unable to secure an appointment to West Point, Sumner entered Harvard 
College and later Harvard Law School where he became the devoted pupil 
and friend of Joseph Story. Before beginning his practice^Sumner spent 
several weeks in Washington attending the Supreme Court, where his friend, 
Story, was a Justice. Sumner listened to Webster and Clay but, left 
Washington with a distaste for politics. The routine of law practice 
bored him so, he went to Europe for nearly three years, where he met 
many great leaders and learned French, German and Italian.

In 1851, Sumner was elected to the Senate and the aggressive abolitionist 
vigorously attacked the Fugitive-slave Law. In 1856, during his notable 
anti-slavery speech, "In Crime against Kansas," he denounced the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act as "a swindle." A master of the invective, Sumner singled 
out Senator Butler of South Carolina as one of his special victims. Two 
days later Butler's nephew, Representative Preston Brooks, attacked 
Sumner with a cane and severely injured him. It took nearly 3-1/2 years 
for his recovery but, the Massachusetts legislature re-elected him by an 
almost unanimous vote.

When Sumner returned to the Senate, he found that southern leaders were 
more aggressive than ever over slavery in the territories. During the 
debate for the admission of Kansas as a free state, he attempted to 
assault slavery on all fronts-social, moral and economic as well as the 
political aspects. He ignored his Massachusetts constituents and 
refused to support the Crittenden Compromise. Sumner continually urged 
emancipation to end the war and highly approved of Lincoln's Proclamation, 
though he had been impatient at its long delay.

He played an important part in organizing the Republican Party and when 
they controlled the Senate in 1861, he was made chairman of the 
"committee on foreign affairs—an assignment worthy of his abilities. 
In the "Trent Affair he favored releasing the Confederate commissioners, 
Mason and Slidell, He kept the United States at peace with Britain and 
France, when war with, either of them would have disrupted the Union.
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8. Significance: (2) Charles Sumner House, Boston, Massachusetts

Sumner believed the seceded states had "committed suicide" and there 
fore lost all rights under the Constitution. Along with Thaddeus 
Stevens, he held that reconstruction was the function of Congress—not 
the President. He actively sought President Johnson's impeachment. 
He hampered negotiations concerning Civil War claims against Britain 
and strongly denounced President Grant's scheme to annex Santo Domingo, 
which probably led to his removal from the chairmanship of the foreign 
affairs committee.

Despite Sumner's devotion to the one cause of "absolute human equality/' 
he was diligent in the routine work of a senator and was respected in 
his discussions of money and finance, the tariff, postal regulations and 
copyright. He died of a heart attack March 11, 1874.
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