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​The Fiery Maelstrom of Freedom
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​The American Civil War, 1861-1865
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Introduction
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A nation divided is a nation in great jeopardy. When people are at odds, and a singular nation cannot bridge the yawning gap between those differing beliefs, everything is at stake. Freedom, survival, and democracy are placed at risk - and war is often a step away.  The devastating civil war that raged in America from 1861 to 1865 is an iconic example of a nation torn apart by opposing views. Many consider this tumultuous war as a focal point of the entire American history - a defining event that shaped the future of the nation as we know it today. Undoubtedly, the American Civil War was bloody and devastating in many ways, and the whirlwind of death took with it many lives - both civilian and military.  Arguably, the most important cause of this conflict was slavery, a burning topic in America of that era. At the eve of war, some four million people living in America were African-American slaves - a great percentage of the nation’s 32 million inhabitants at the time. This practice created great tensions between the opposing parts of America - the North and the South, with the former consisting of states opposed to slavery, and the latter being pro-slavery states. This, alongside several other key differences, quickly led to animosity, and eventually - war.

The American Civil War was brief, but brutal. It swept across much of the North American continent, but especially in the South, where the pro-slavery states made their stand. After roughly four years of vicious combat, the war left some 750,000 soldiers dead, and more than a million casualties in total. Undoubtedly, it was an important, but nonetheless dark period of America’s history, and one that remains a focus of heated debate even today - some 157 years later. 

In the following book, we will take an unbiased, sideline glimpse into the causes, the events, and the consequences of this civil war, bringing you close to the important socio-political questions of the 1860’s America. 
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“A Nation Divided”

Causes of the American Civil War
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Alas, one cannot talk about the American Civil War from a historic point of view without addressing thoroughly the question of slavery. At the time, this unethical practice was commonplace throughout the North American continent, and thus the subject cannot be avoided. Thankfully, the situation today is thoroughly different, and we can now talk about slavery only from a scholarly, historic perspective - as historians have to. Sadly, slavery was present in numerous civilizations and societies, from the dawn of time. From classical antiquity to the Middle Ages, human rights were often neglected, and innocents were enslaved and their identities erased. One of the last places in the world where this practice continued was America. And, as we all know, the slaves that were present in this nation were almost entirely of African background. Ever since the discovery and the exploration of the African continent, the poor inhabitants of this land were taken away as slaves. The Transatlantic slave trade was started as early as the 15th century, when maritime Arab Muslim traders sought new sources of slaves for their own needs. Numerous warring African tribes sold their prisoners of war to the Muslims and the Europeans that arrived at their shores. Those more powerful tribes freely enslaved poorer, nomadic Africans, seeing them as a source of income, and a diminishing of the competition. The Portuguese landowners purchased African slaves to use them for menial labour on their territories. In fact, the largest early slave owners were the Spanish and the Portuguese. 

To that end, it was not unexpected to see slavery firmly established in the new and emerging nation that was America. Many of its early families, of both Jewish and European backgrounds, established their wealth and prominence on slavery. In no time, the number of slaves a family owned was a direct reflection of their power and wealth. Still, the history of slavery in America is somewhat poorly documented. The earliest written documents pertaining to slavery can be dated to the colonial period, to 1619, when the English colonists were introduced to the practice of slavery by the Dutch. However, the earliest model was not slavery per se, but a practice known as indentured servitude. After an indentured servant would fulfil the duties that were his through contract, they would often be released from their owners. But these liberties were a threat for early Americans, with a high risk of open rebellion. A great example can be dated to 1676, when one Nathaniel Bacon, with a group of ex-servants, led an open revolt against the landowners of Virginia. Following these events, the wealthy families shifted to slavery, seeing it as a safer, cheaper, and more efficient model.

In pre-Civil War America, slaves were an enormous part of the economy. Early on, the cultivation and sale of tobacco was a major success across the nation, particularly in Virginia, in the south. This boom led to the establishment of many new plantations, and with that, the increased need for workforce. The wealthy plantation owners produced tobacco, cotton, and sugar cane, making agriculture a major branch of the American economy. This, of course, was most prevalent in the American South. And in no time, cotton became the number one source of income for all plantation owners in America. With the invention of the so-called “cotton gin” (cotton engine) in 1793, a machine that quickly and easily separates cotton fibres from their seeds, the textile industry saw a major boom. Cotton textiles became highly sought in Europe, and America was ready to export it. As such, cotton became the defining element of the South and its culture. Sadly, however, it also meant that slavery was also one such defining element. So much was cotton a part of Southern identity that a nickname for the region was made popular:  King Cotton.  The cotton industry was also spreading fast: it soon spread as far as Mississippi and Texas, adding these lands to the core of the later-emerging Confederacy. 
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