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Dear Reader,

 In this book is the story of the American Civil War, the defining tragedy in our nation’s history. Indeed, the story of the Civil War has been said to be the American Iliad, a terrible struggle of will and blood that set the tone for a civilization that grew to be a world power. No one who wants to understand the American story, indeed America today, can ignore the story of America’s Civil War.

This is a story of more than four bloody years. The war was a long time coming and a long, long time leaving. There is heartbreak, courage, daring, honor, dishonor, disaster, cravenness, and genius to fill volumes—and it has. Here, in this single volume, we try not only to tell the struggle of the battles but also the causes of the conflict, the nature of the societies that fostered those causes, and the effect s of the terrible calamity on the reunited nation. This book is rich in explanation and fact. Read through to the end and you will learn the essentials of America’s greatest trial.
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 & Daniel P. Murphy
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The Top Ten Facts about the 
American Civil War 

1. Abraham Lincoln was elected on a platform not to end slavery but to deny its spread into the territories.

2. Before Robert E. Lee decided to defend his native state of Virginia, he was offered command of the Northern armies.

3. The struggle between the North and the South took place on thousands of battlefields from Ohio to the New Mexico Territory.

4. Many of the generals on either side of any given battle knew one another. Many were former roommates or friends from their years at West Point.

5. The elimination of slavery became a Northern goal only midway through the war. Lincoln had said the war was for restoring the Union; he included eliminating slavery only when he thought doing so might help the sagging war effort.

6. The high water mark of the Confederacy was likely not at Gettysburg but in early September 1862 when its armies were on the march north and England and France were seriously considering recognizing it.

7. A soldier had more to fear from disease than bullets. Twice as many soldiers on both sides died of sickness than of wounds suffered in battle.

8. Prosperous before the war, the Southern states suffered a ruined economy by war’s end. The war helped spur industrialism in the North.

9. At the end of the struggle, Robert E. Lee was the most respected man in the South. He urged all Southerners to accept the verdict of the battlefield and to work as good citizens of the reunited nation.

10. The assassination of Abraham Lincoln was a disaster for the country; had the president lived, Reconstruction likely would have been less traumatic for both the North and the South.


Introduction 

[image: m1] THE CIVIL WAR WAS the most severe disaster the United States has ever faced; it tore the young nation in two. The struggle was not only a constitutional crisis, it also doomed more than 600,000 Americans to their deaths and wounded an additional 400,000. It ravaged a generation of the South, and it crushed the Southern economy so badly that its recovery took half a century. It is important, therefore, to understand the Civil War, its causes, its course, its dominant personalities, its outcome, and its lasting effects.

The Civil War had many aspects. Most often remembered are the land battles, namely the thrust and parry of warfare in Virginia and the inexorable press of Union armies down the Mississippi and into Georgia. However, the land battles compose only one aspect of the conflict. There was also the naval aspect of the war, most notably the Union blockade as the Union navy worked to hamper New Orleans and other vital ports of the Southern states, and there were struggles between armed boats on the Southern rivers, which were critical to Southern transportation and trade.

And there was the war on the home front, the struggle not only to raise the armies by recruiting the young men but also to supply them with uniforms, food, ammunition, and medical care. There was the struggle to maintain the morale of the families who sent their loved ones to dangerous duties and unmarked graves. There was the struggle to win—or deny—recognition of the Confederacy by the major European powers. Economic matters were also an important part of the war, something both sides understood from the start. If the North could cripple the Southern economy, the South would not be able to support its armies in the field and thus would not survive as a nation. The blockade was meant to deny the South cash from cotton that it could use to equip its armies. As the war went on, the North used increasingly brutal means to devastate the Confederacy’s farming potential. William Sherman’s March to the Sea and Philip Sheridan’s depredations in the Shenandoah Valley in 1864 were meant in part to cripple the supply of food to Southern armies.

And, of course, there was the aspect of slavery. Slavery was introduced to the American continent in the seventeenth century. Over the next 200 years, it became so ingrained in American culture that the South believed it could not exist without it. The North largely tolerated it, though abolitionists grew stronger and more vocal as the conflict approached, calling for full and swift emancipation, a call that itself embittered Southerners and hardened their hearts against sharing a country with their Northern cousins. Millions of African Americans lived in the South. Some were already freed and others were willing enough to work for whites with whom they had grown up, but far more were thirsting for freedom from lives of remorseless toil and corporal punishment. All across the South their lot was crushing labor and legal subjugation, yet they knew they toiled without liberty in a land whose people had themselves rebelled against legal subjugation by extolling liberty and declaring “all men are created equal.”

As Abraham Lincoln said in his second inaugural address, “slavery was somehow the cause of the war.” How America would struggle over and resolve the terrible institution of slavery is the principal story of the Civil War. Tragic it is, but there is more than a streak of triumph. The nation, as Lincoln foretold at Gettysburg in 1863, did “have a new birth in freedom” at war’s end and started on its way to something new, a nation of different races, all free—something novel on the face of the earth.


CHAPTER 1 

Causes of the Civil War

It’s impossible to narrow the cause of the Civil War to a single issue or act. It’s true that slavery was one of the most important contributing factors to the conflict, but it was not the singular cause. In truth, the war was the result of myriad cultural and political issues that perniciously set the North and the South against each other for decades before the first shots of the war were fired.

Regional Differences 

To understand why the Civil War occurred, it is important to know what the United States was like in the mid-1800s. Unlike the fifty states we have today, the United States in the years preceding the Civil War comprised two regions that grew increasingly dissimilar. The differences between North and South escalated until they simply couldn’t live as one anymore.

A short ten years before the war began, the vast majority of Americans in both the North and the South lived in rural areas rather than cities. Agriculture remained the biggest contributor to the nation’s economy, and in this way the two regions were very much alike. But between 1850 and 1860, the nation’s burgeoning cities—particularly in the North—received a massive influx of rural people and immigrants from other countries.

Economic Differences 

The years before the war’s onset saw some dramatic and fundamental changes in the nation. The North quickly took advantage of the Industrial Revolution’s amazing new products, such as Cyrus McCormick’s mechanical reaper, and great factories sprang up almost overnight as huge deposits of iron, coal, copper, and other important manufacturing basics were discovered and made available. It would be this industrial power, this ability to produce weapons and other goods, that would give the North a decided edge as the Civil War progressed.
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In the 1850s the number of farm dwellers increased by 25 percent while urban populations rose by a remarkable 75 percent. New York City, for example, reached a population of nearly 800,000 by 1860, making it the greatest city in the Western Hemisphere. Most were immigrants, primarily from Ireland and Germany.

The Industrial Revolution did not have as profound an impact on the South. In 1852, a mere tenth of the goods manufactured in America came from Southern factories and mills. The Southern states’ economy remained based primarily on agriculture, with England and the Northern states being its biggest customers. Cotton, in particular, was a huge cash crop that brought large amounts of money to the region. Tobacco, rice, indigo, and other products were also widely grown. By 1860, the South produced nearly three-fourths of the raw cotton used throughout the world, but it lacked the manufacturing capability of the North. As a result, the region was forced to buy back the goods that were created from the products it grew, placing it at an economic disadvantage and angering many Southerners.

Expansion and States’ Rights 

As the United States thrived and flourished during the early nineteenth century, the demand for territorial expansion grew increasingly loud. A growing number of Americans felt the nation’s borders were ordained by God to extend from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific, a philosophy known as Manifest Destiny. If regions owned by other countries could be purchased, so be it. If not, they were more than likely to be taken by force. The Mexican War (1846–48), for example, was little more than a trumped-up conflict designed by the United States to wrest large tracts of western territory from Mexico when that country refused to sell the desired lands. On February 2, 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo turned over to the United States 525,000 square miles of territory that would eventually become California, Nevada, Utah, most of Arizona and New Mexico, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming.

Manifest Destiny and the Question of Slavery 

The acquisition of this western territory, as well as other tracts that had been acquired earlier, created a growing rift between the North and the South in regard to the issue of slavery and, at the same time, states’ rights. The South, naturally, wanted the new territories to allow slavery, but the North did not. The Northwest Ordinance, enacted in 1787, stated that all territories north of the Ohio River were to be free; until 1819, the two regions were equally divided, with eleven states each. However, pending growth required new action.

The first solution was the 1820 Missouri Compromise, legislation that was specifically designed to keep both sides happy. Missouri entered the Union as a slave state and Maine entered as a free state.
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By 1850, only a third of Americans lived in the South, compared to half at the beginning of the century. Of the nation’s ten largest cities, only New Orleans was located in the South.

The territory acquired as a result of the Mexican War would require another compromise thirty years later. The Compromise of 1850, brokered by Henry Clay with Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, did little to affect the institution of slavery in the United States aside from officially prohibiting it in the District of Columbia. It admitted California into the union as a free state but allowed newly acquired territories to decide for themselves whether slavery should be permitted. Neither side was particularly satisfied with the legislation.

The Debate over States’ Rights 

The Missouri Compromise and the Compromise of 1850 both dealt in part with an issue of particular sensitivity to the South—states’ rights. Many people, especially in the South, felt the federal government had no right to decide important issues within a state, and the shifting balance of power between the federal government and individual states remained a hot-button issue that contributed strongly to the beginning of the Civil War.

The Tenth Amendment states, “the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.” To most citizens of the South, this amendment clearly prevented the federal government from interfering in a state’s individual affairs—such as the institution of slavery. If changes were to be made, only the population of a given state could make them. In short, the proud Southern states didn’t like being told what to do and begged simply to be left alone.

An example of how strongly the Southern states felt about Northern intrusion can be found in South Carolina’s 1832 suspension of a heavy 1828 tariff placed on imports at the insistence of Northern merchants. When a South Carolina state convention issued an ordinance nullifying the tariff, it brought the nation to the brink of war. President Andrew Jackson threatened to send federal troops to the port of Charleston to enforce the tariff, and the governor of South Carolina threatened to meet them with an armed militia. War was only averted with the Compromise Tariff of 1833, which gradually reduced tariffs until 1842. As a result, the South Carolina convention voted to repeal the Ordinance of Nullification, ending the crisis.

The Issue of Slavery 

Without question, the issue of slavery was one of the most volatile in the smoldering enmity between the North and the South. In the decade prior to the onset of hostilities, the voice of abolition grew steadily louder in the North, forcing the South into an increasingly uncompromising defensive position. The more the North insisted that slavery was morally wrong and should be abolished, the more the South resisted. But it would take the 1860 presidential election of Abraham Lincoln—and the South’s perception that his administration was going to push for the abolition of slavery nationwide— to cause eleven Southern states to secede.

Slavery in America’s History 

Though the imprisonment of another human being for forced labor is unimaginable today, the institution of slavery has a long history in this country. Slaves were used for labor in the original thirteen colonies. The first shipment of Africans was brought to this country in August 1619, arriving at Jamestown, Virginia, on a Dutch ship; they were sold as indentured servants, though their plight was little different from that of outright slaves. Some of the United States’ most revered figures, including George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, were slave owners. Washington freed his slaves in his will; Jefferson, his finances shaky, had to rely on his creditors to grant his five favorite slaves their freedom. By the time of the Revolutionary War, slavery was legal in all thirteen colonies, though those in the Northern regions were beginning to realize that the institution simply wasn’t profitable. The five Northern colonies eventually banned slavery outright, but it continued to flourish in the South, where slaves were used to work plantations and large farms.

Between 1510 and 1870, millions of Africans were captured from their homeland and taken around the world and sold into a life of slavery. Nearly half of them were brought to the Western Hemisphere, where the climate encouraged large-scale agriculture. Outlawed in all Northern states by 1846, slavery quickly became the backbone of the Southern agricultural economy. In particular, the growing global demand for cotton gave the institution new life at a time when many people in both the North and the South were starting to believe it would disappear by itself if it were left alone.

The Tragedy of Human Cargo 

The import of slaves to the United States from West Africa was barbarism in its rawest form. Commonly known as the Triangle Trade, it involved exchanging rum, cotton, and other goods with Arab traders for West African slaves, selling the slaves to plantation owners in the West Indies, and returning to America with profits from the sale of goods and slaves who had been “broken in” on the Caribbean islands.

The voyage from Africa to the West Indies was the most harrowing and brutal portion of the trip. Slaves, having first been fattened up like cattle, were placed in a ship’s hold with little room to sit up, much less stand. They were painfully shackled together, poorly fed, given impure water to drink, and lacked any type of sanitary facilities. The voyage from Africa to the West Indies could take from six to ten weeks, and many slaves died during the trip from a wide range of diseases. Their bodies were simply tossed overboard.

The Life of a Slave 

The life of a slave in the South was exhausting, degrading, and filled with violence. Those employed as farmhands faced backbreaking labor and grueling hours. Farmhands were to be in the fields at daybreak and were forced to work almost nonstop until the sun went down. Most farmhands worked six days a week, with Sunday off if they were lucky.

Slaves were expected to obey their masters without question and to always show great humility by lowering their gaze and speaking softly whenever they were in the company of whites. Dissent was met with harsh punishment, including vicious beatings with whips. Slaves who tried to escape were sometimes hobbled with a spike through the ankle or placed in iron fetters. Some slaves were forced to wear slave collars that had bells on them; a more punishing version had lengthy prongs sticking out on four sides that prevented its wearer from lying down. Minor offenses such as drunkenness or simple disobedience were often punished by a day in wooden stocks, which clamped tightly around the slave’s neck and wrists.

Since slaves seldom benefited from their labor, most worked as slowly and poorly as they could get away with without being punished, contributing to the inherent inefficiency of the system as a whole. They had little to live for—nothing to look forward to except hard labor until the day they died—and many took their own lives. Dead slaves were often buried at night because their families and friends had to work all day. In the eyes of many slave owners, a slave’s death wasn’t sufficient cause to lose even an hour of work time. Plantation and farm owners worked hard to keep their slaves subservient, but rebellion was more common than many people realize.

Slave Revolts 

Many slaves revolted by working slowly, poorly, and inefficiently, or by quietly sabotaging tools and farm equipment. There were violent and armed insurrections as well.

Probably the most violent mass slave uprising was the Stono Rebellion of 1739, in Stono, South Carolina. In that incident, a slave named Jemmy led approximately twenty other slaves in an attack on a store that resulted in the death of two white shopkeepers. Taking what weapons they could find, including guns and powder, the small group quickly grew to nearly 100 slaves. With Saint Augustine, Florida—and supposed freedom—their destination, the gang went on a killing spree that resulted in the deaths of more than thirty whites. An armed militia eventually cornered the group in a field, slaughtering forty-four of them. Two other violent slave revolts occurred in South Carolina that same year, resulting in even more brutal laws for the control of slaves.

Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831 was the largest and one of the most famous slave uprisings. Turner, a slave who became a Baptist preacher, organized a revolt in Southampton County, Virginia, after receiving divine instructions. He and seven companions killed their master and his family and took weapons and other supplies. They swept through the county, killing whites and attracting slaves. In the end, fifty-five whites were murdered, including twenty-four children. Turner and nineteen other slaves were hanged; twelve others were banished from Virginia.

The Fugitive Slave Act and the Underground Railroad 

The Fugitive Slave Act required federal marshals and deputies to aid in the capture and return of escaped slaves throughout the United States. It was included in the Compromise of 1850 as a way of appeasing the South, but it served only to inflame the angry passions of abolitionists in the North. Antislavery and anti-Southern sentiment skyrocketed in the Northern states as a result of the Fugitive Slave Act, and moderate abolitionists joined their more militant brothers in protesting what they saw as federally subsidized kidnapping.

Abolitionists feared the new law would lead to terrible abuses against Negroes living in the North, and they were right. There are reports of Southern bounty hunters arresting and sometimes kidnapping blacks who had lived in the North as free people or claiming children born in freedom to escaped slaves as “property” of their parents’ original owners. As a result, efforts on the part of abolitionists to protect blacks living in the North increased dramatically.

The Underground Railroad was a loose system of safe havens that helped slaves escape to the North. Runaway slaves usually traveled the Underground Railroad by night, walking or riding from one safe house, or “station,” to another until they were able to cross the border into a free state.

The most frequently traveled routes ran through Ohio, Indiana, and western Pennsylvania. Many slaves continued on until they were safely in Canada, which refused to deport escaped slaves.
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A black family entering Union lines with a loaded cart Photo courtesy of the National Archives (200-CC-657) 

Abolitionists participating in the Underground Railroad were subject to harassment and even imprisonment. But as the issue of slavery became increasingly important, more and more abolitionists volunteered their time and homes.

The Many Voices of Abolition 

The call for the end of slavery could be heard as far back as Colonial days, but the abolitionist movement didn’t become a serious force in the North until the 1830s. Driven primarily by religious fundamentalism, early abolitionists felt that slavery was a moral abomination. Not surprisingly, Southerners felt otherwise and viewed the growing abolitionist movement as just another Northern force trying to encroach on their lifestyle and economy.

The first official abolitionist organization, the American Anti-Slavery Society, was founded in 1833 and called for the complete eradication of slavery. Members also wanted full political rights for freed blacks. The abolitionist movement spread quickly, and soon there were more than 1,000 chapters in the Northern states, boasting a membership of nearly a quarter of a million people.
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Abraham Lincoln was once rumored to have greeted Harriet Beecher Stowe as “the little lady who started this great war.” Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, explored slavery from a slave’s perspective. Only the Bible outsold Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the nineteenth century, and it sparked both action from abolitionists and protest from proponents of slavery.

Many abolitionists faced violent reaction in both the North and the South, and it wasn’t uncommon for abolitionist newspaper offices to be ransacked. Sometimes the violence went even further. In 1837, Reverend Elijah Lovejoy, the editor of an antislavery newspaper in Illinois, was killed by an angry proslavery mob enraged by his advocacy.

The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 and the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852 gave the abolitionist movement renewed strength in the North as more and more whites came to realize the inherent evil, violence, and degradation of slavery.

Northern Abolitionists 

William Lloyd Garrison was one prominent abolitionist. Born in 1805, Garrison grew up in a poor but religious family in Newburyport, Massachusetts. He is best known as the publisher of the leading abolitionist newspaper of its time, the Boston-based Liberator, which he began publishing in 1831. It was a leading voice in the New England abolitionist movement and carried wide influence.

Charles Calistus Burleigh was an attorney who became a lecturer for the Middlesex Anti-Slavery Society in Massachusetts at the young age of twenty-four. A gifted speaker, Burleigh countered the common fear that freed blacks would undercut the wages of whites in the North with the argument that blacks would stop fleeing to the North once they were free in the South.

African-American Abolitionists 

A powerful speaker and writer, Frederick Douglass edited and published the influential abolitionist newspaper The North Star for nearly seventeen years and spoke out against the evils of slavery in numerous speeches throughout the North. Born the son of slave mother and an unknown white man in 1817, Douglass was sent to Baltimore at age eight to work as a house servant. He was taught to read and write by the mistress of the house, escaped north, and found work in Massachusetts. At age twenty-four, Douglass attended a meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, where he spoke about his life as a slave and his escape. William Lloyd Garrison was taken with Douglass’s speaking skills and immediately hired him as a full-time abolitionist lecturer.
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Frederick Douglass Photo courtesy of the National Archives (200-FL-22) 

Sojourner Truth was an illiterate slave who fled her New York owner in the 1820s and spent most of the rest of her life lecturing on the horrors of slavery. She was a deeply religious woman who captivated audiences with her arguments for women’s rights and abolition.

Harriet Tubman was a small yet scrappy Maryland slave who ran away from her master in 1849 and spent the better part of her life helping other slaves reach freedom through the Underground Railroad. Tubman, who had a flair for disguise, was never apprehended during her forays into the South. Slave owners in the South came to loathe Tubman for her emancipation activities, and a hefty reward was offered for her capture.

Charles Lenox Remond was the first black man to speak at public meetings on behalf of abolition. Born a free man in Salem, Massachusetts, Remond became an agent of the Massachusetts chapter of the American Anti-Slavery Society, and in 1840 he represented the organization at the first World Anti-Slavery Convention in London.

Abolition in the South 

Interestingly, the South had its share of abolitionist activity too. In the late 1820s, Southern abolitionist groups actually outnumbered Northern groups, with many important Southerners freeing their slaves and assisting colonization efforts. In 1832, the Virginia legislature debated a proposal for gradual, compensatory emancipation that would have become effective in 1861. Obviously, the legislation didn’t succeed, and the Southern abolitionist movement slowly died.

The Dred Scott Decision 

Dred Scott was a slave who was owned by John Emerson, an army doctor from Missouri. Emerson traveled frequently as part of his job, and between 1834 and 1838 he took Scott with him to army posts throughout the United States and the western territories, including Illinois and the Minnesota Territory, where slavery had been outlawed by the Missouri Compromise. After Emerson’s death in 1843, Scott sued in the Missouri courts for his freedom and that of his family, arguing that his stay in a free state and free territory had made him a free man.

The case was heard in the Supreme Court in 1856. It ruled against Dred Scott, dashing his hopes for freedom. When the Dred Scott ruling became public, Southern slave owners celebrated, confident that the issue had finally been laid to rest.

In the North, people were outraged. Many saw the decision as a call to arms; others who had tried to remain neutral on the subject of slavery found themselves compelled to join the abolitionist cause. The ruling also helped Abraham Lincoln become the first Republican president because it widened the divisions over slavery within the Democratic Party.

Bleeding Kansas 

The North and the South managed an uneasy but peaceful coexistence on the issue of slavery for a long time, but as the nineteenth century progressed and the nation began to expand westward, slavery became an increasingly sensitive topic, with Northern abolitionists pushing harder and harder for slavery’s elimination. The issue reached the boiling point in 1854, when part of the land acquired in the Louisiana Purchase was divided into two territories, Kansas and Nebraska, along the fortieth parallel. The Kansas-Nebraska Act, written by Illinois Senator Stephen Douglas, who had a vested financial interest in opening up the territory to Chicago-based railroads, all but voided the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and introduced the concept of popular sovereignty—the right of a people organizing as a state to decide by popular vote whether to allow slavery.

Kansas was the first to test the concept, voting overwhelmingly to become a free state. Proslavery advocates, however, refused to accept the popular vote and poured into the territory from nearby slave states such as Missouri in an attempt to shift the balance. In the North, these proslavery troublemakers gave Free State settlers no end of grief. Violence and bloodshed became common as proslavery and antislavery factions battled throughout the Kansas wilderness, earning the region the nickname “Bleeding Kansas.”

More than 200 people died in the vicious guerrilla warfare. In one of the most horrifying acts of mayhem, radical abolitionist John Brown, four of his sons, and two comrades shot and hacked to death five proslavery settlers near Pottawatomie Creek on May 24, 1856, in retaliation for a raid by proslavery forces in the town of Lawrence.

John Brown’s Harpers Ferry Raid 

John Brown was a vociferous opponent of slavery. Unfortunately, he was also more than willing to use violence and bloodshed to further the cause he so fervently believed in. As a result, Brown is best remembered today as the radical abolitionist who fomented a slave rebellion and tried to capture the armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia.

Brown was born in Torrington, Connecticut, in 1800 to poor Calvinist parents. Though he received little schooling as a child, Brown would grow up to be a powerful and charismatic speaker who drew the attention of many prominent abolitionists, including Frederick Douglass 
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John Brown Photo courtesy of the National Archives (11-SC-101021) 

Brown found his true calling as a radical abolitionist. In 1855, he joined five of his sons in the Kansas Territory to aid Free Soilers in their fight against proslavery factions. His most notorious contribution to the battle was the Pottawatomie Massacre. Brown and his sons were never arrested for the killings.

The Revolt 

Brown later conceived a plan to lead a slave insurrection in the South and start a republic of free blacks in Virginia’s Appalachian Mountains. The scheme was doomed from the beginning, but Brown was able to persuade a number of prominent abolitionists to back it. On October 16, 1859, he and twenty-two followers rode into Harpers Ferry. They planned to take the federal arsenal and armory there and use the weapons to arm slaves in a rebellion they hoped would spread throughout the South.

The group seized the buildings and hoped slaves would rally to them from the surrounding area. Instead, residents surrounded the abolitionist group and began shooting. By the following afternoon, Brown had barricaded what remained of his band in a fire engine house next to the armory. A company of marines, led by Lt. Col. Robert E. Lee, soon arrived to put down the insurrection. Lee captured the hapless Brown, who was found guilty under Virginia law of murder, treason, and inciting insurrection. He was hanged on December 2, 1859.

Secession 

Though the Southern states had threatened to secede from the Union over various issues for many years, it caught the world by surprise when they actually did so.

The South’s Threat to Secede 

As the presidential election of 1860 grew nearer, the warning bell of Southern secession rang louder and louder. Southern newspapers increasingly advocated withdrawal from the Union as it became clear that Lincoln was the front-runner, but most Northern leaders failed to heed these omens, having heard them often in the past. Lincoln refused to issue any kind of statement that might appease the frightened South during his campaign, though his opponent, Stephen Douglas, took the threats seriously. When Republicans overwhelmingly won October state elections in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana, Douglas realized that Lincoln’s presidential victory was a foregone conclusion, so he immediately traveled to the South in a desperate attempt to prevent the destruction of the nation. The majority of Northerners, on the other hand, believed that the South was simply beating its chest and would fall back in line once the presidential election was over.

A Union Dissolved 

The straw that broke the Southern camel’s back was the election of Abraham Lincoln, a Republican and avowed opponent of slavery who was supported by many vocal abolitionists. Fearful that the North, which was richer, more populous, and industrial, would even more insistently impose its will against them, the Southern states felt they had no recourse but to pull away from the Union and form their own nation. They had the right to do so, many felt, because sovereign states had formed the Union, and thus any state that felt oppressed by the federal government could justly withdraw rather than submit to laws it deemed harmful.
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“We but tread the paths of our fathers when we proclaim our independence and take the hazard . . . from the high and solemn motive of defending and protecting the rights we inherited, and which it is our duty to transmit unshorn to our children.”—Jefferson Davis, January 21, 1861, upon resigning from the U. S. Senate.

The federal government felt otherwise, deeming secession a treasonous act. But President James Buchanan was loathe to do anything about it. Buchanan did say he felt the Southern states had no legal right to secede, but he also claimed he lacked the authority to stop them. One of his last acts as president was to call for a national referendum—a time-killer guaranteed to stave off the whole mess until Lincoln could take office—on whether force should be used to preserve the Union.

On December 20, 1860, South Carolina became the first state to secede. The ordinance to secede simply stated: “We, the people of the State of South Carolina, in Convention assembled, do declare and ordain that the union now subsisting between South Carolina and other States under the name ‘The United States of America’ is hereby dissolved.”

Six states followed South Carolina’s lead: Mississippi, on January 9, 1861; Florida, on January 10; Alabama, on January 11; Georgia, on January 19; Louisiana, on January 26; and Texas, on February 1. Following the fall of Fort Sumter on April 14, 1861, four more states left the Union to join the Confederacy: Virginia, on April 17; Arkansas, on May 6; North Carolina, on May 20; and Tennessee, on June 8. Together, these eleven states would make up the Confederate States of America.

Continued Dissent 

Reaction to Southern secession was mixed on both sides. The overwhelming percentage of Southerners favored the move because they were tired of what they saw as growing interference in their culture, lifestyle, and economy from Northern politicians, industry, and bankers. But there were dissenting voices as well. Many Southerners felt that secession was too strong and volatile an act and that the differences between the two regions could be amicably worked out without resorting to the destruction of the Union.

In the North, opinion ran the gamut. Many felt that Southern secession was a good thing and the Union should simply let the rebellious states go. But the majority agreed that secession was treason, that it very well might destroy the republic, and that force should be used if necessary to bring the Southern states back into the Union.


CHAPTER 2 

On the Eve of War

Neither the North nor the South was ready for protracted hostilities. The U.S. Army was small and scattered, and state militias were untrained. Nor were the economies geared for war. The Southern economy was based on cotton and slave labor, and there were scarce facilities for making war equipment. The North was emerging from a financial panic and ensuing depression that had begun in 1857. Both sides hoped war would not come, but Northern leaders felt they had to fight to preserve the country they had inherited from their grandfathers who had forged it only eighty-odd years before.

The Nation Splits 

Just before the secession of the eleven Southern states that would make up the Confederate States of America, the United States of America comprised thirty-four states and eight organized territories. Two states—Nevada and West Virginia—would be admitted to the Union during the war, and several others would be admitted shortly after. West Virginia was a particularly unexpected surprise. Though technically in the South, fifty western counties decided to break away from Virginia and remain in the Union at the onset of the war. The Union welcomed the region warmly, happy to have yet another ally.

The North and the South were decidedly different in a great many ways, but the secession of the Southern states crystallized the rift between the two regions by dividing the nation in half. A handful of slave states with at least some Union loyalties, such as Kentucky and Delaware, helped separate the North from the Deep South, but otherwise the two regions rubbed shoulders. When Virginia left the Union on April 17, 1861, it meant that Confederate forces were practically on the White House doorstep. In fact, once the war began in earnest, Lincoln could look out the windows on the second floor of the White House and see fluttering Confederate flags over Arlington Heights, Virginia, and, at night, light from Confederate campfires south of the Potomac River. As a result, the protection of the District of Columbia— the very seat of Union government—became a priority.

[image: 9781598699227_0033_001]

The Mason-Dixon Line was named for Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon, two British astronomers who surveyed it between 1763 and 1767. Generally composing the border between Pennsylvania and Maryland, the line today is generally regarded as the demarcation point between the Northern states and the Southern states of the Civil War.

Even after secession, neither side was particularly anxious to go to battle. Both regions had relatively small armies and neither was prepared for any type of lengthy engagement. Southern leaders said they simply wanted to be left alone, though they did identify the expansion of the borders of the Confederate States of America—perhaps in the Caribbean and Latin America— as a long-range goal. In the North, the biggest issue was the preservation of the Union, which meant bringing the Southern states back into the fold—through military force if necessary. The common thinking was that individual states may have had certain inalienable rights, but those rights did not extend to the dissolution of the Union. The future of the nation depended on putting an end to Southern secession.

The Union 

The United States of America found itself a much smaller nation than it had been just six months earlier on June 8, 1861. On that date, Tennessee—the last state to secede—broke Union ranks and joined its Southern sisters. On that date, the Union consisted of only twenty-three states and eight territories, including the Indian Territory between Texas and Kansas. Generally, these states were all or mostly north of the Mason-Dixon Line, but they also included Kansas, California, and Oregon.
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“We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.” —Abraham Lincoln, first inaugural address, March 4, 1861 

Even without the Southern states, the Union made up nearly three-fourths of the area of the previous United States of America. Its chances of victory in the event of war were considerable, at least on paper. According to the census of 1860, the population of the Northern states was nearly 22 million. Of that number, an estimated 4 million were men old enough to fight in combat if called. Even more impressive, the North had nearly 100,000 factories employing more than a million workers, and nearly 20,000 miles of railroad—more than the rest of the world combined—and 96 percent of the nation’s railroad equipment. On the economic front, Union banks held 81 percent of the nation’s bank deposits and nearly $56 million in gold. All of this strongly suggested that the South would be at a severe disadvantage should war break out. The North may have held the advantage in every conceivable way, but the Civil War was far from an easy triumph.

Union Politics 

Partisan rancor over the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 plunged Union politics into turmoil. The Republican Party rose out of the carnage. The party’s key platform was an economic policy that benefited the North more than the South, but what truly aggravated the South was the party’s aim to halt the expansion of slavery.

The Republican Party itself was torn over the course of the war, dividing itself into three distinct splinters. Conservative Republicans favored the gradual emancipation of slaves and kindness toward the South. Moderate Republicans urged faster emancipation and some punitive economic and political sanctions. Radical Republicans sought immediate emancipation and harsh punishment against the South.
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