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To the Keydets of VMI





“America and the whole world is crying out for the spirit of the Old South.”

—G. K. Chesterton





Part I
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WHY THE SOUTH WAS RIGHT





Chapter One
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A COUNTRY OF THEIR OWN


Guess What?



[image: 004] Southern secession in 1861 was better founded in law than the secession of the American colonies in 1776


[image: 005]Alexis de Tocqueville thought racism was far more prevalent in free states than in slave states


[image: 006]Jefferson Davis and Robert E. Lee expected slavery to fade away naturally






You have to imagine the scene. On 20 December 1860, the streets of Charleston, South Carolina, erupted in joy.

Think of the state in which you live, a state you’re proud to call home. What if you and many of your fellow Virginians, or Californians, or Texans—and your state legislatures—felt that for decades your state had been provoked and derided by the federal government? What if you—and your state legislatures—concluded that the federal government no longer served your state’s interests? What if your state asserted that it existed as an independent entity before it joined the Union, that it had ceded its autonomy only in part, to promote the general welfare, and that when the federal government failed to serve the ends of the people of Virginia, or California, or Texas, these people, in their states, were entitled to rescind their voluntary cession of authority to the federal government because anything else would be submission to tyranny? What if your state suddenly, proudly, declared itself independent and reclaimed its inherent, sovereign rights?

South Carolina had done just that. South Carolinians had declared themselves a nation once again.

Artillery batteries fired salutes over Charleston harbor. Church bells pealed from the many spires of “the Holy City.” Brightly dressed bands and militia (for this was the South where every man felt a martial calling) marched in celebration. And South Carolinians rejoiced in a new birth of freedom—of government of the people, by the people, and for the people of South Carolina.

 



A special Convention of the People of South Carolina had declared by unanimous vote, 169 to nil, “that the Union now subsisting between South Carolina and other States, under the name of ‘The United States of America,’ is hereby dissolved,” and that, echoing the language of the Declaration of Independence, the “State of South Carolina has resumed her position among the nations of the world, as a separate and independent State; with full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which independent States may of right do.” 1


An audacious action, certainly—its authors, however, were not a body of red-hot revolutionaries, but a convention of eminentoes from the state, including five former governors, four former United States senators, a former Speaker of the United States House of Representatives, and men of local prominence—from clergymen to planters—all of whom felt their patriotic sap rising.

It was 1776 all over again.

In their new Declaration, the delegates reminded folks up north that the Declaration of Independence of 4 July 1776 was the precedent for their action. It had affirmed what South Carolina was reaffirming now, that the colonies were, “and of right ought to be, FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES; and that, as free and independent States, they have full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which independent States may of right do.”2


South Carolina had reclaimed these sovereign rights—and did so on the very same grounds that Jefferson had laid out eighty-four years before:  whenever any “form of government becomes destructive of the ends for which it was established, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to institute a new government.”3 For the people of the Palmetto Republic, that time had come.

And who could not wish them well? A short month later they were joined in secession from the United States by Mississippi (9 January 1861), Florida (10 January), Alabama (11 January), Georgia (19 January), Louisiana (26 January), and soon thereafter by Texas (1 February). Before Texas had even fully seceded, South Carolina and its sister states of the Deep South had met and created a new confederation of states. They called it the Provisional Government of the Confederate States of America, with its capital in Montgomery, Alabama.

A new country, a new republic, had sprung up in North America. It was based—despite what Yankees like Henry Adams would say—not on treason, but on patriotism. Its members so loved their respective sovereign states, were so jealous for their freedom, that they had embarked on the perilous if exhilarating course of founding a new nation.


States’ Rights = The American Way

When, in 1861, South Carolina reasserted that it was a sovereign state, it was on firmer ground than Thomas Jefferson had been in 1776 when he drafted the Declaration of Independence proclaiming that the colonies were sovereign states. In fact, they were not; they were British colonies under colonial charters. It was the “crown in parliament” that was sovereign over the colonies. But the Declaration, the Continental Congress, the Articles of Confederation, and the Constitution all rested on Jefferson’s asseveration that the colonies were free and independent states, (which is why states, rather than a mass majority vote of all the people in all the states collectively, approved the Constitution). State sovereignty was a cornerstone of America’s political philosophy, and given these precedents, South Carolina’s declaration of independence was a much less radical step than the Declaration of Independence.





The Spirit of the South

The girls were always beautiful. The men 
Wore varnished boots, raced horses and played cards 
And drank mint-juleps till the time came round 
For fighting duels with their second cousins 
Or tar-and-feathering some God-damn Yankee. . . .

Stephen Vincent Benét, John Brown’s Body




It was a nation that did not seek a novus ordo seculorum, but rather the preservation of the life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness of South Carolinians, Mississippians, Floridians, Alabamans, Georgians, Louisianans, and Texans. The new nation was created out of motives of preservation, not destruction, of conservatism rather than revolution. For inspiration, the South looked to its past; one Georgia delegate wanted the new nation to be named “The Republic of Washington.” Instead, George Washington ended up on the Great Seal of the Confederacy.

And the man chosen to be Washington’s successor—the father of this new country and first president of the Confederate States of America—would not be a Robespierre or a Napoleon. Instead, he would be a pillar of rectitude and principle, of constitutionalism and liberty, of Christian stoicism and political conservatism.

Jefferson Davis was a United States senator from Mississippi at the time of secession. He believed in secession’s legality, while working to prevent its necessity—as one might believe in the legality of divorce, while doing everything possible to preserve a marriage. A graduate of West Point, a distinguished colonel of the Mississippi Rifles in the Mexican War, a former member of the United States House of Representatives, and perhaps the finest secretary of war the United States ever had, Davis was also a planter, a man of education, and a man devoted to his state.

When he rose in the United States Senate to announce that he would follow Mississippi’s withdrawal from the Union, he said, “It is known to senators who have served with me here, that I have for many years advocated, as an essential attribute of State sovereignty, the right of a state to secede from the Union ....If I had thought that Mississippi was acting without sufficient provocation ....I should still, under my theory of government, because of my allegiance to the State of which I am a citizen, have been bound by her action.”4


He did not fear, in fact he relished, the prospect of being arrested and tried in a federal court on charges of treason, so confident was he that he could prove the absolute constitutionality of secession. For him—as for many Southerners, especially in the Upper South—secession was a remedy justified only in extremis. But that point had manifestly been reached when state governments in South Carolina, Mississippi, and other Southern states promulgated their ordinances of secession. Once these sovereign states had made their decision, men like Jefferson Davis felt bound by it—to do otherwise, to prefer loyalty to a federal government rather than to the state, the soil, the land, and the people to which one belonged, and which in Davis’s case had sent him to the United States Senate, that  would have been treason.

 



He pointed out to the United States Senate that the people of the Deep South “tread but in the paths of our fathers when we proclaim our independence and take the hazard ... not in hostility to others, not to injure any section of the country, not even for our own pecuniary benefit, but from the high and solemn motive of defending the rights we inherited, and which it is our duty to transmit unshorn to our children.”5


In his inaugural address as president of the Confederate States of America, Davis assured his listeners that they had performed no “revolution.” They had merely “formed a new alliance, but within each State its government has remained, and the rights of person and property have not been disturbed. The agent, through whom they communicated with  foreign nations, is changed; but this does not necessarily interrupt their international relations.”6


 



Far from disturbing “the rights of person and property” the Confederate government sought liberation from northern tariffs, an expansion of free trade, and the protection of a most peculiar form of property—slaves.




Was the war really all about slavery? 

In the sense that the South was defined by slavery, yes. The Southern states were the slave states. But so too were the border states of Maryland, Delaware, Missouri, and Kentucky. Slavery was also legal in the federal capital, Washington, D.C. It was constitutional, and certainly no innovation as it had existed in America for more than two centuries. It had even, only a few years before (1857), been reaffirmed as a constitutional right by the Supreme Court, and in the early days of the war, it was a right that United States President Abraham Lincoln upheld. During the federal occupation of Missouri in 1861, Lincoln summarily removed General John C. Frémont from command when the abolitionist general refused to rescind a proclamation confiscating the property—and freeing the slaves—of active Confederates.

 



Lincoln, after all, had embarked on the war denying that his presidency endangered slavery in the South. In his First Inaugural Address (4 March 1861) Lincoln reassured Southerners that “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.”7 This, said Lincoln, was his constant policy.

True to his word, he reiterated it in a letter to Horace Greeley, an abolitionist and editor of the New York Tribune, on 22 August 1862, “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would  do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.”8


 



Lincoln, however, was a lawyer and politician of remarkable slipperiness. Southerners remembered when Lincoln campaigned for the Senate in 1858 against Stephen Douglas and made his famous proclamation: “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free.... Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward, till it shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well as new—North as well as South.”9


Nevertheless, the stated aim of the Lincoln administration in 1861 was not the abolition of slavery; it was the forcible reunification of the Union. In Lincoln’s early presidential view, a house divided against itself by slavery could stand, if it was reinforced by enough bayonets. And the use of bayonets, cannons, sabers, muskets, and rifles to subjugate the South certainly did not constitute a state of war. Indeed, Lincoln asserted that the conflict between North and South was a legal matter to be resolved by the police—a domestic dispute.
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Books Yankees Don’t Want You to Read


The Southern Tradition at Bay: A History of Postbellum Thought, by Richard Weaver (Regnery, 1989). A brilliant, classic dissertation on the South’s view of itself; what Weaver called, “the last non-materialist civilization in the Western world.”



On 15 April 1861, Lincoln issued an order for 75,000 volunteers to subdue in the South “combinations too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings, or by the powers vested in Marshals by law.” Marshals? Judicial proceedings? In the canny imagination of Abraham Lincoln, the Confederate States of America simply did not exist—and thus could not be recognized by foreign governments. The Southern states, he reckoned, had never seceded, because secession was  a legal impossibility. All that had happened in South Carolina, Alabama, and the other Southern states, was a large-scale riot that needed a larger than usual body of marshals and judges to straighten out.

While denying that he meant to abolish slavery, Lincoln simultaneously chided the South, denying its claims to high principle, by asserting that “One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute.”10



Extending Slavery?

Jefferson Davis believed the phrase “the extension of slavery”—used by Northerners to besmirch Southern motives—was a “most fallacious expression.” The South had never sought to extend slavery, he said.


Au contraire: 
“The question was merely whether the slaveholder should be permitted to go with his slaves, into territory (the common property of all) into which the non-slaveholder could go with his property of any sort. There was no proposal nor desire on the part of the Southern States to reopen the slave-trade, which they had been foremost in suppressing, or to add to the number of slaves. . . . Indeed, if emancipation was the end to be desired, the dispersion of the negroes over a wider area among additional Territories, eventually to become States, and in climates unfavorable to slave labor, instead of hindering, would have promoted this object by diminishing the difficulties in the way of ultimate emancipation.”





Jefferson Davis, The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government (Collier Books, 1961), 27.




Unfortunately for the South, Lincoln was lent support by the Confederacy’s own vice president, the Gollum-like Alexander Stephens, who embarrassed the cause of Southern Independence by asserting, “Our new government is founded...its foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal condition.” 11


 



In this, Stephens was not entirely at odds with Lincoln. Lincoln certainly opposed slavery, but he also said in one of the Lincoln-Douglas debates: “I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races—that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of making voters or jurors of Negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people; and I will say in addition to this that there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. And in as much as they cannot so live, while they do remain together there must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as any other man am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race.”12 One of his proposed solutions to the problem of slavery was setting up colonies, either in Africa or Latin America, for American blacks; ideally, he wanted to free the slaves and then send them somewhere else.

 



One man that Vice President Alexander Stephens certainly did not speak for was President Jefferson Davis, whose roseate view of slavery, shaped by his own experience as a planter, was of slaves who were “contented, well provided for in their physical wants, and steadily improving in their moral condition.” Slavery as it existed in the South, he believed, was guided by providence to lift heathen blacks to Christianity; its end might be “the preparation of that race for civil liberty and social enjoyment”; and “it is quite within the range of possibility that the masters”  would eventually, of their own volition, desire to free the slaves “when their slaves [themselves] will object.”13


Jefferson Davis, then, saw the abolition of slavery as something that would happen peaceably in due course. This view was shared by the pre-eminent Confederate general, Robert E. Lee, who wrote to his wife shortly after Christmas in 1856, “In this enlightened age, there are few I believe, but what will acknowledge, that slavery as an institution, is a moral and political evil in any Country. It is useless to expatiate on its disadvantages.” Like Davis, he believed, “the blacks are immeasurably better off here than in Africa, morally, socially and physically,” and that while “we see the course of the final abolition of human slavery is onward, and we must give it all the aid of our prayers and all justifiable means in our power,” Lee concluded that “emancipation will sooner result from the mild and melting influence of Christianity than from the storms and contests of fiery controversy.”14


For Davis and for many of the great generals of the Confederacy—who were the real leaders of the new nation—arguments over slavery, and the claim of Northern moral superiority, were nothing more than a cynical Yankee ploy. The North, which had had few slaves in any event, had dispensed with slavery when it was no longer economically viable; the South would do the same—and indeed, might already be headed in that direction: slave owners, though influential, were a small minority in the South, and Southern workingmen, like Northern workingmen, had every reason not to want to compete against slave labor.

Indeed, outside of the minority of abolitionists, this was the driving force behind anti-slavery sentiment in the North: the preservation of the status of white labor. As Lyman Trumball, United States senator from Illinois, proclaimed: “we, the Republican Party, are the white man’s party. We are for the free white man, and for making white labor acceptable and honorable, which it can never be when Negro slave labor is brought into competition with it.”15


Or, in Lincoln’s own words: “Whether slavery shall go into Nebraska, or other new territories, is not a matter of exclusive concern to the people who may go there. The whole nation is interested that the best use shall be made of these territories. We want them to be homes of free white people. This they cannot be, to any considerable extent, if slavery shall be planted with them. Slave states are the places for poor white people to move from.”16


 



The appeal of Free States, in other words, was that they might be free of blacks. Perhaps this was why Alexis de Tocqueville noted that “Race prejudice seems stronger in those states that have abolished slavery than in those where it still exists, and nowhere is it more intolerant than in those states where slavery was never known....In the South, where slavery still exists, less trouble is taken to keep the Negro apart: they sometimes share the labors and the pleasures of the white men; people are prepared to mix with them to some extent; legislation is more harsh against them, but customs are more tolerant and gentle.”17 Many Northerners had a view of an all-white future; Southerners did not.
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Books Yankees Don’t Want You to Read


The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government , by Jefferson Davis (Collier Books, 1961). Jefferson Davis’s defense of the Southern cause is irrefutable, and this one-volume condensation, “abridged for the modern reader,” makes it a relatively easy read.



In addition, if slavery were a moral trump card, if it decided who was right and who was wrong, then Britain had held moral superiority over the American colonists in 1776, for the Crown was willing to free black slaves as a wartime measure against the rebels, just as Lincoln would later do. The real issue, the real battle, was over the rights of the sovereign states, and their protection from Northern invasion.

As Confederate General Richard Taylor, the son of President Zachary Taylor, put it after the war, the people of the Confederacy “struggled in all honorable ways, and for what? For their slaves? Regret for their loss  has neither been felt nor expressed. But they have striven for that which brought our forefathers to Runnymede, the privilege of exercising some influence in their own government.” In bitter repudiation of Alexander Stephens, Taylor added: “Yet we fought for nothing but slavery, says the world, and the late vice-president of the Confederacy, Mr. Alexander Stephens, reechoes the cry, declaring that it was the corner-stone of his Government.”18





The New Republic 

But the real cornerstone of the Confederate government was the United States Constitution, modestly modified to meet the needs of the Southern people. The Confederate Constitution guaranteed the right to slavery, but the United States Supreme Court had already ruled that slavery was a constitutional right in the Dred Scott case (1857). No great change there. The Confederate Constitution also banned the importation of slaves. There would be no Confederate slave ships. The Constitution guaranteed freedom of speech and religion and incorporated the bill of rights into its basic structure. It limited the president to a single six-year term, granted him a line-item veto to prevent pork-barrel spending, and prohibited the Confederate Congress from issuing any tariffs or otherwise spending money on “internal improvements,” except for basic necessities for navigation, harbor development, and commerce. The Confederate States of America, in short, had formed a republic with a limited government that guaranteed individual and state rights; and unlike the republic up north, didn’t insist on subjugating states that didn’t want to be a part of it. The Confederacy might have had slavery, as the United States did, but it was no tyranny.
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The Old Southern Gentleman

“For the aristocrat of Old Dixie, with all his faults and inconsistencies, did understand what the gentleman of Old Europe generally did not. He did understand the Republican ideal, the notion of the Citizen as it was understood among the noblest of the pagans. That combination of ideal democracy with real chivalry was a particular blend for which the world was immeasurably the better; and for the loss of which it is immeasurably the worse. It may never be recovered; but it will certainly be missed.”

G. K. Chesterton (and Lawrence J. Clipper, editor), Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton Volume XXXV, The Illustrated London News, 1929-1931 (Ignatius Press, 1992), 218.




What the Confederate Constitution sought to do was to preserve what Southerners believed was the original intent of the Constitution, which the North had tried to overturn. To the framers of the Confederate Constitution, sovereignty resided in the people of the states. That’s how it had been in the colonial period, and how it was under the Articles of Confederation and under the Constitution of the United States. The North, however, had adopted a view not of sovereign states affiliated within a union, but of a sovereign majority of an American people, represented in the federal government.

To Southerners, this interpretation of the Constitution was flat-out wrong. The Constitution, Jefferson Davis pointed out, did not create a new American people; sovereignty continued to reside with the people within their respective states. “The monstrous conception of the creation of a new people, invested with the whole or a great part of the sovereignty which had previously belonged to the people of each State,” Davis argued, “has not a syllable to sustain it in the Constitution.”19


And you don’t have to take Jefferson Davis’s word for it. Alexis de Tocqueville said much the same in his book Democracy in America: “The confederation [the Union] was formed by the free will of the states; these, by uniting, did not lose their nationality or become fused in one single nation. If today one of those same states wished to withdraw its name from the contract, it would be hard to prove that it could not do so.”20


This constitutional nicety, this guarantee of liberty (in the Southern view), is often treated in one of two ways—either it is ignored (and thus the main constitutional defense of the South is neglected) or it is dismissed, as the celebrated British military historian Major General J. F. C. Fuller dismissed it in 1932: “from the purely legal point of view,” he wrote, Jefferson Davis was correct; “consequently, when in 1861 the Southern States seceded they had the law on their side. But what Jefferson Davis did not see was that the great industrial revolution was rapidly merging the individual states into ‘one great consolidated State,’ and that forces of circumstances had in fact replaced law.”21


The South, being an old-fashioned place, did not bow to this progressive view; it refused to accept a future as an agricultural subsidiary of an industrious and industrial North; it thought it had a civilization of its own worth defending: one that had, over the long course of history, from the very first settlement of the Continent, diverged ever more widely from the civilization of the Northern states. And in thinking all this, the South was right.

The older, more settled parts of the South would recognize themselves in the description that Confederate veteran George Cary Eggleston penned of his memory of old Virginia:
It was a soft, dreamy, deliciously quiet life, a life of repose, an old life, with all its sharp corners and rough surfaces long ago worn round and smooth. Everything fitted everything else, and every point in it was so well settled as to leave no work of improvement for anybody to do. The Virginians were satisfied with things as they were, and if there were reformers among them, they went elsewhere to work their changes. Society in the old Dominion was like a well-rolled and closely packed gravel walk, in which each pebble had found precisely the place it fits best. There was no giving way under one’s feet, no  uncomfortable grinding of loose materials as one walked about over the firm and long-used ways of Virginia social life....The Virginians were born conservatives, constitutionally opposed to change. They loved the old because it was old, and disliked the new because it was new; for newness and rawness were well-nigh the same in their eyes.22
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The Spirit of Antebellum Virginia

“Such was Virginia before the blast of war swept over her hills and down her dales—a mint-julep stirred with a sword-blade.”

Major General J. F. C. Fuller, Grant & Lee: A Study in Personality and Generalship (Indiana University Press, 1982), 25.



Granted, in the West, on the frontier, newness and rawness were to be expected. But the goal of Southern life was leisure and what Bagehot called “the conservatism of enjoyment.” Men did not focus their energies on industry, but on manners. They did not seek change and reform and progress—and Southern men-folk were as politically minded as any on the planet—but rather preservation of an existing system. They were not led by divines who had left Christian doctrine behind and become Unitarians or transcendentalists or preachers of a social gospel that included abolitionism among its causes. Antebellum Southern religion was, in Professor Richard Weaver’s words, “a simple acceptance of a body of belief, an innocence of protest and heresy which left religion one of the unquestioned and unquestionable supports of the general settlement under which men live.”23


 



North and South were, in fact, divided in the most profound way, almost as separate civilizations, though sharing the same language and the same federal government—something that was recognized as early as the founding of the United States by John Taylor of Caroline (of Caroline County, Virginia), who was an ally of Thomas Jefferson, supporter of ratifying the Constitution, and a United States senator. He referred to the  sovereign states as “state nations” (whose rights were protected by the Constitution) and to the United States as the “United Nations.”

 



Both men envisioned the possibility of secession. Jefferson wrote to James Madison in 1798 that if the federal government could not be restrained from enforcing such laws as the Alien and Sedition Acts, the best course would be for states like Virginia and Kentucky “to sever ourselves from the union we so much value rather than give up the rights of self-government.”24 One can easily, then, imagine, had he still been alive, Jefferson supporting the Confederate States of America, with John Taylor of Caroline rallying his follow Southerners with the cry: “CSA out of the UN.”

 



Some sixty years after the Civil War, the Southern poet Allen Tate wrote in bold historical strokes about the differences between the antebellum North and South: “In a sense, all European history since the Reformation was concentrated in the war between the North and the South. For in the South the most conservative of the European orders had, with great power, come back to life, while in the North, opposing the Southern feudalism, had grown to be a powerful industrial state which epitomized in spirit all those middle-class, urban impulses directed against the agrarian aristocracies of Europe after the Reformation.”25


Those were the stakes: two visions of civilization, each of which despised the other. The South considered the North an unprincipled, money-grubbing, self-righteously intolerant leviathan, and thought of itself as a liberty-loving agricultural Sparta of gracious gentlemen, classical culture, and feudal order.

 



The North, on the contrary, considered the South a backward land of hot-tempered planter-aristocrats who kept a booted heel and a master’s whip on the backs of slaves, tainted the Union with its “peculiar institution,” and dragged it into wars against Mexico only to expand its hateful “slave power.” The North, in its own view, was enlightened, practical, and business-like, and consequently wealthy, forward-looking, reforming,  and the obvious moral superior to a region that kept imported Africans in bondage.

In the North they read Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and waxed furious at intolerable Southern slavery. In the South they read  Ivanhoe and dreamt of chivalry.

The North believed in Free Soil, Free Men, and industry supported by high tariffs—and in stifling the creation of slave states that would perpetuate the South’s “unfair” advantage in representation (unfair because slaves counted as three-fifths of a person for representation’s sake). The South believed in a free association of sovereign states, in free trade, and in the freedom of slave-owners to settle in new territories (and thus create more slave states to preserve a regional balance of power).


A Minority Institution


✯ Seventy-five percent of white Southern families did not own slaves.

✯ Half of all slave owners owned only one to five slaves.

✯ Fewer than 1 percent of slave owners owned more than fifty slaves.

✯ Not all blacks in the South were slaves. About 10 percent of blacks in the Upper South were free and made their living as laborers or small tradesmen. Less than 2 percent of blacks in the Deep South were free, but they tended to be rich and own slaves themselves.





The North believed in an indissoluble Union, led by itself—since it had the wealth, the banking, the industry, the population, and indeed the future of the country in its hands. The South believed the North was trying to extinguish the South’s liberty, its prosperity, and its own vision of the future.

 



More than that, in the famous words of Mary Chestnut, wife of United States senator James Chestnut of South Carolina, “We separated from the North...because we have hated each other so.”26






Chapter Two
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THE GUNPOWDER TRAIL


Guess What?



[image: 012] Leading Northern abolitionists considered the Constitution “a covenant with death and an agreement with hell”


[image: 013] Before Nat Turner’s Rebellion, there were at least three times more anti-slavery societies in the South than in the North


[image: 014] “Landslide Lincoln” won the election of 1860 with less than 40 percent of the popular vote






Powder kegs had been stacking up in the North and South for generations. Even in colonial days one could recognize that the Pilgrims and Puritans of New England, the free thinkers of Rhode Island, the Quakers of Pennsylvania, the landed gentlemen of Anglican Virginia, the Scotch-Irish immigrants of the back country, and the rest of the American motley were very different folk. Most of them spoke the same language, they were united first under the Crown, as members of the British Empire, and could unite in common cause, but no one would ever mistake a Northerner for a Southerner.

 



New England had frequently felt at odds with Southern ambitions—whether the issue was the Louisiana Purchase, the War of 1812, the annexation of Texas, or the Mexican War, all of which were considered in the Southern interest rather than the Northern. There had even been New England secessionist movements. After the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, some misfit New England Federalists, led by Senator Timothy Pickering of Massachusetts, supported the secession of New England and New York as “a new confederacy” that would be “exempt from the corrupt and corrupting influence and oppression of the aristocratic Democrats of the South.”1 In 1814, while the War of 1812 was still being fought, delegates from the New England states met at the Hartford Convention, called by the Massachusetts state legislature, to discuss secession from the Southern and Western states. In the 1840s, many Northern abolitionists had similar ideas.
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An Abolitionist on the Constitution


“Resolved, that the compact which exists between the North and the South is a covenant with death and an agreement with hell—involving both parties in atrocious criminality—and should be immediately annulled.”




William Lloyd Garrison, head of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, 1844. His resolution was approved. As an additional dramatic gesture, he burned a copy of the Constitution and proclaimed: “So perish all compromises with tyranny!”



 



Likewise, South Carolina had long been a home to fire-eaters. In 1832, South Carolina had threatened secession over the “Tariff of Abominations,” after asserting the state’s right to nullify federal legislation noxious to its interest.

 



South Carolina couched its argument in the language of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, who had supported the right of states to nullify federal laws they deemed unconstitutional. Jefferson had done so in the Kentucky Resolutions and Madison had done so in the Virginia Resolutions of 1798. The nullifiers also spoke for the economic interests of the agricultural South, which in the 1830s—thanks to high tariffs—was financing more than 70 percent of the cost of the federal government. But in 1832, South Carolina stood alone among the Southern states in threatening to nullify federal law or secede from the Union. In 1861, South Carolina was not alone. The tensions in the country had grown more severe as the sectional stakes had been ratcheted up.

As was shown by the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions (which sought to overturn the Alien and Sedition Acts), Timothy Pickering’s plot for a New England confederacy (in opposition to the Louisiana Purchase), the Hartford Convention (opposed to the War of 1812 and the trade embargo with Britain), and the nullification crisis (in opposition  to high tariffs), the conflict between North and South was about more than slavery.

But, of course, it was about slavery too. Northern abolitionists were shrill in their condemnations of the South—and had been ever since 1818 when debate erupted over whether Missouri should be admitted to the Union as a slave state (of which there were currently eleven) or as a free state (of which there were also eleven). The Missouri Compromise of 1820 seemed to settle the issue. Missouri came in as a slave state, but was balanced off by the entry of Maine as a free state, and Missouri’s southern border became the official dividing line—states created north of that border would be free states, beneath it would be slave states.

Thomas Jefferson did not welcome the Compromise because he thought it portended the death of the Union. The line drawn by the Missouri Compromise was all too obviously a battle line, for a “geographical line, coinciding with a marked principle, moral and political, once conceived and held up to the angry passions of men, will never be obliterated; and every new irritation will mark it deeper and deeper.” He also believed that Congress had acted unconstitutionally, because it was not within Congress’s power “to regulate the condition of the different descriptions of men composing a state. This certainly is the exclusive right of every state, which nothing in the Constitution has taken from them and given to the general government.” For Jefferson, the Compromise was “like a firebell in the night, [which] awakened and filled me with terror. I considered it at once as the knell of the Union. It is hushed, indeed, for the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence.” Slavery was the cause, and while Jefferson believed that eventually “emancipation and expatriation could be effected; and gradually, and with due sacrifices ... as it is, we have the wolf by the ears, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.”2





Abolitionists help abolish the Union 

Many Southerners agreed with Jefferson that slavery had left them holding a “wolf by the ears.” Why? One reason was the Haitian Revolution, a slave uprising that lasted from 1791 to 1804, and that was full of gruesome stories of black slaves mutilating, raping, and murdering the French colonists, until every white man, woman, and child was extirpated from the island.

Before the Haitian Revolution, many Southerners accepted slavery as an unfortunate inheritance. After the Haitian Revolution they regarded it as an unfortunate necessity. The Francophile Thomas Jefferson, who was president from 1801 to 1809, was as alarmed as any Southern slaveholder by the ferocity of the rebels. He supported Napoleon Bonaparte’s attempts to crush them. Before the Haitian Revolution, he had privately toyed with the idea of a gradual emancipation; now he hardened himself against it.


In This Corner, the Grey Galahad
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Name: Jefferson Davis


Title: President, Confederate States of America


Date of birth: 3 June 1808, Todd County, Kentucky


Education: Thomas Aquinas Catholic school (Kentucky), Jefferson College (Mississippi), Transylvania University (Kentucky), West Point (New York, 1824-28)


Experience: Army officer (1828-35), planter (1836- ), congressman from Mississippi (1845-46), volunteer colonel of Mississippi Riflemen in the Mexican War (1846-1847), United States senator from Mississippi (1847-51), secretary of war (1853-1857), United States senator from Mississippi (1857-61)


Personal: Married Miss Knox Taylor (1835), daughter of Zachary Taylor, widowed (1835); married Varina Howell (1845); at the time of secession, four children (three surviving). (Two more children would be born during the war and one of his sons would die in an accident at the Confederate White House.) 




While the Haitian Revolution had led to the deaths of more than 80,000 whites and an untold number of blacks, a far fewer number—fifty-seven white men, women, and children—were killed in Nat Turner’s Uprising of 1831. But it was much closer to home, in the green and pleasant land of Virginia. Southern slaveholders often told themselves that their blacks were content and well taken care of—and in many cases they might have been. But on plantations across the South, in counties where blacks could easily outnumber whites, memories of Nat Turner and the Haitians flickered and the nightmare remained.

Being a kind master was no salvation. Turner acknowledged that his own master had been kind. Nor was freeing the blacks an obvious solution: Turner had seventy followers, some of whom were free blacks. Nor was education or Christianity apparently any help. Turner had been taught to read, became a Baptist preacher, fancied himself a prophet, and felt inspired by a vision to kill every white person he could find. In short, he was mad.
In This Corner, the Blue Bomber

[image: 017]


Name: Abraham Lincoln


Date of birth: 12 February 1809, Nolin Creek, Kentucky


Title: President, United States of America


Education: Self-educated


Experience: Clerk, three months in the state militia, ran a town store that went bust, postmaster, surveyor, Illinois State legislator (1834-42), lawyer (1836-60), congressman from Illinois (1846-48).


Personal: Married Mary Todd (1842), four sons, two surviving. (One died in 1862 at the White House.)






 



He bore, in fact, a striking resemblance to another mad man—this one white, and a darling of the abolitionists—who began a campaign of murder in the hope of sparking a massive slave insurrection in the South: John Brown.

Turner and Brown helped convince Southerners that they had no friends in the North. Before Turner’s uprising, as memories of Haiti faded, there was widespread abolitionist sentiment in the South. In 1827, there were 130 anti-slavery societies in the United States—more than 100 of those were in the South, and drew their support from Southern evangelical Christians. They had political clout too. In 1830, Thomas Jefferson’s grandson (Thomas Jefferson Randolph, later commissioned a colonel in the Confederate Army) opened a debate in the Virginia Assembly on manumitting the slaves. Immediately after Turner’s rebellion, the Virginia legislature actually considered—and nearly approved—freeing and deporting the state’s slaves, but opted instead for what seemed the more practical alternative: imposing stringent laws that, among other things, denied slaves the right to an education so that they could not preach an unholy gospel, as Turner had done. A man who would later gain fame in Confederate grey—Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson—was one of the most prominent breakers of this law, running a Sunday school for blacks that taught them to read and write.

If Nat Turner’s rebellion helped erase Southern anti-slavery sentiment, the effect of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry was worse. Southerners had always been appalled at the violence of Northern abolitionist rhetoric. They regarded such Northerners as imperious know-nothings who would bear none of the consequences of abolition and simply, captiously,  demanded that it be done—as if overturning the economic, social, and political structure of the South was a trifle. They were, in Southern eyes, would-be arsonists, fanning flames that could ignite a holocaust. John Brown seemed to personify the abolitionist as arsonist, terrorist, and murderer. Even Lincoln, to his credit, thought Brown a fanatic, but to the dismay of Southerners, many Northern abolitionists considered Brown a martyr.

Brown first came to national attention in another North-South conflict. This one was caused by Stephen Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which repealed the Missouri Compromise. Douglas’s scheme was to repeal the Compromise in order to win Southern votes for the transcontinental railway that would run through Nebraska and Kansas (and his home state of Illinois) rather than take the Southern route—the shortest route and the one favored by Secretary of War Jefferson Davis—running from San Diego to New Orleans. The United States had already made the Gadsen Purchase, buying additional Mexican territory through which the railway would run if it took the Southern route.
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Books Yankees Don’t Want You to Read


The History of the Confederacy, 1832-1865, by Clifford Dowdey (Barnes & Noble Books, 1989, originally published as The Land They Fought For). Dowdey is one of the best historians of the War.



Under the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Nebraska Territory would divide into the states of Kansas and Nebraska, and these states could decide for themselves whether they would enter the union as free states or slave states. The Act was an attempt of bribery on Douglas’s part. While Nebraska’s fate was essentially already decided—it would be a free state—Douglas dangled the prospect of Kansas, which under the Missouri Compromise should also have been a free state, as a potential slave state. It was a terrible idea, which only turned Kansas into “bleeding Kansas,” as “free-soil” partisans and pro-slavery partisans rushed not to settle the  territory but to unsettle it: Northern “Jayhawkers” on the one side, Southern “border ruffians” on the other.

 



Northerners held the numerical upper hand—indeed, did so overwhelmingly—because Southerners wealthy enough to own slaves were generally content to stay where they were, and certainly not eager to risk their wealth in a violent new territory. But the border ruffians from Missouri gave the pro-slavery faction a political head start. They ensured that pro-slavery gunmen staffed the polling places so that Southern rights were respected.

Northern immigration to Kansas became a crusade, attracting men like John Brown. Brown responded to the border ruffians with a declaration of holy war against them—or against innocents who happened to look like them. In 1856, at Pottawatomie Creek, Brown and his accomplices kidnapped five innocent pro-slavery settlers and—like the later Lizzie Borden—gave them the equivalent of forty whacks. This was Brown’s warm-up for his raid on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859.

Not content with murder in Kansas, John Brown aimed to foment a slave insurrection in Virginia. His first target, however, was not a slave owner but the slaveless federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry. Brown and his twenty men crept into Harpers Ferry before dawn, killed two men (one of them a free black), and easily captured the rifle works and an extremely well-stocked armory. To strengthen his hand he seized sixty hostages among the townspeople (including Colonel Lewis Washington, a kinsman of George Washington). Then he waited for a wave of slaves to well up and form his Mameluke army with which he would sweep away the “peculiar institution” in a purgation of blood.

But his rebellious slaves never came. Instead, the Maryland militia came and trapped Brown and his men within the town’s fire-engine house adjacent to the armory. The War Department in Washington summoned Colonel Robert E. Lee3 to command a detachment of Marines. Lee ordered the Marines to attack the firehouse with sledgehammers (to break  into it) and bayonets; their muskets were unloaded in order to avoid civilian casualties.

 



Brown was captured and put on trial—giving him a forum to become a hero to abolitionists—and then hanged. One of Brown’s gifts was a mesmerizing presence and a biblical eloquence; even those who knew him to be a fanatic were impressed by his words and his self-possessed dignity in the court room. He told the court that not only was he willing to give his life to free the slaves, he was willing to give the lives of millions  to free the slaves. “Now, if it is deemed necessary that I should forfeit my life for the furtherance of the ends of justice and mingle my blood further with the blood of my children and with the blood of millions in this slave country whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust enactments, I say, let it be done.”4


Radicals in the North now had their martyr. The South, which, initially, had not been troubled by Brown’s crime—Lee had dismissed it as a riot—was shocked at the outpouring of Northern abolitionist rhetoric proclaiming the virtues of a murderer and would-be terrorist who welcomed the death of millions if it would end slavery. The North’s reaction to Brown’s execution convinced the South that the United States was indeed a house divided, and that the South had better fortify its half of the estate.




Lincoln’s dilemma 

That was 1859. There was a presidential election in 1860, and on election day, there were four candidates for president: Abraham Lincoln of the Republican Party (founded 1854), the party of the moral majority whose political platform pledged its opposition to both slavery and polygamy (an issue because of Mormon Utah); Stephen Douglas of the Democrat Party, which stood for nothing but opportunism; John C. Breckinridge, James Buchanan’s vice president, running as a “National Democrat” (which really meant “Southern Democrat”); and Tennessean John  Bell who ran under the banner of the Constitutional Union Party, which represented “the anti-extremist Old Gentleman’s Party” of the Upper South.

The results were definitive. Lincoln swept Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, and Oregon, and squeaked out a victory in California, where the vote totals divided into near even thirds between Lincoln, Douglas, and Breckinridge. Stephen Douglas won only Missouri and three of New Jersey’s seven electoral votes (the other four went to Lincoln). Breckinridge won in Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, Maryland, and Delaware. The great John Bell took the gentlemanly bourbon-sipping electors of Tennessee, Kentucky, and Virginia. More telling than the tally of states was the tally of electoral votes. Lincoln had won more electors (180) than his combined opponents: Breckinridge (72), Bell (39), and Douglas (a measly 12).


Landslide Lincoln

In the election of 1860, Abraham Lincoln won slightly less than 40 percent of the popular vote. Stephen Douglas took almost 30 percent of the vote, John C. Breckinridge had 18 percent (and won almost all the Southern states), and John Bell had more than 12 percent (winning three states of the upper South). If the Democrats had been united, they still would have lost, shifting only the electoral votes of California and Oregon, which shows just how outnumbered in electoral college votes the South had become: a Democrat candidate could have taken 60 percent of the popular vote and still lost the election.



The new president, however, did not enjoy a political honeymoon; he confronted what he had predicted, a house divided, and with his manly rail-splitter sinews, he tried to squeeze it back together.

In his First Inaugural speech, delivered 4 March 1861, one month after the creation of the Provisional Government of the Confederate States of  America, he asserted his right to execute federal law in every state that participated in the 1860 federal election and to “possess the property and places belonging to the government, and to collect the duties and imposts.” He proposed to do this, in other words, in states that had not only declared their independence from the Union, but had formed a new Southern Confederacy. If Lincoln ever felt sympathy for King George III, it would have been understandable. He was trying to enforce his authority over a people who denied it.

He added what amounted to a declaration of war that denied it was a declaration of war: “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without yourselves being the aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have the most solemn one to ‘preserve, protect, and defend’ it.”5


Lincoln said that if the South was dissatisfied with the result of the election, it had two choices: “Whenever they shall grow weary of the existing Government, they can exercise their constitutional right of amending it or their revolutionary right to dismember or overthrow it.”6  But it was disingenuous in the extreme to uphold revolution as a right, and not secession. When the colonists had declared their independence from the Crown in 1776 they had seceded from the British Empire; they did not seek to storm Buckingham Palace or the Parliament at Westminster. So too, Jefferson Davis and his fellow Southerners had no desire to overthrow the government of the United States or conquer those who wished to belong to it. The South merely wanted to go its own way, which is why the Civil War should really be called the War for Southern Independence or the War of Northern Aggression. President Jefferson Davis, in his first message to the Confederate Congress, put the South’s case in eight simple words: “All we ask is to be let alone.”7


Lincoln’s position was especially disingenuous given that he had once held secession—referring specifically to Texas’s secession from Mexico—as a fundamental, universal human right: “Any people anywhere, being inclined and having the power, have the right to rise up and shake off the existing government and form a new one that suits them better. This is a most valuable—a most sacred right—a right, which we hope and believe, is to liberate the world. Nor is this right confined to cases in which the whole people of an existing government, may choose to exercise it. Any portion of such people that can, may revolutionize, and make their own, of so much of their territory as they inhabit.”8


What then, was the problem? Well, circumstances had changed, and Lincoln now sided with Santa Anna rather than the Texans. There was still, however, the need for a casus belli. During the Mexican War, which Congressman Lincoln opposed—and in which men like Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, and Thomas Jonathan Jackson fought—Lincoln demanded to know at precisely what spot, on which side of the border, American blood had been shed to justify the war. Now he earnestly wanted to wage war against his former fellow countrymen. But to do so he needed the fulfillment of his previous “Spot Resolutions.” He needed the South to fire on Union troops.




“Fort Sumter’s been fired upon, my regiment leaves at dawn” 

There were some in the North who thought the Union should let its “erring sisters depart in peace.” Fort Sumter changed all that. Though no one died at Fort Sumter, though Lincoln could not point to the fort and say that Union blood had been shed, the roar of cannons against the fort was echoed by a roar of Northern fury to preserve the Union. Lincoln had successfully goaded the South into firing the first shot, and reaping the unfortunate consequences.

Of course, things looked rather different from the landward side of Charleston Harbor. Fort Sumter could not exist in South Carolinian waters with its canons pointing at Charleston. It, like other federal properties on Southern land or in Southern waters, had to be surrendered. In exchange, the South offered not only to pay for the properties, but to pay the South’s portion of the federal debt of the United States.

These Southern offers, however, were solutions Lincoln did not want to hear. Nor did he desire to meet with Southern representatives sent to defuse the crisis, despite the intervention of two associate justices of the Supreme Court on their behalf. The issue was first principles. The South could not secede. It was irretrievably bound to the United States. While Fort Sumter was, one would think, erected for the protection of the people of Charleston, it must now remain as a federal fort directed against the people of Charleston and their desire to be free of federal authority.

Sumter’s importance was in part symbolic. It and Fort Pickens at Pensacola, Florida, were the only two Federal forts in the new Confederate republic that had not surrendered to the Confederate States of America. Had Fort Sumter been peaceably surrendered, the initial crisis confronting North and South would have been defused. But as a Federal citadel in Charleston Harbor, the seat of secession, it was regarded as an intolerable provocation, irritant, and threat.
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Books Yankees Don’t Want You to Read


The Story of the Confederacy, by Robert Selph Henry (Da Capo Press, reprint, no date; foreword by Douglas Southall Freeman). Originally published in 1931, it remains a classic history.



 



The issue was not just Charleston harbor, of course. Lincoln had vowed to collect “duties and imposts”—tariffs—in the South. Tariffs amounted to 95 percent of federal revenue, and the Morrill Tariff of 1861 (signed into law by President James Buchanan) had more than doubled tariff duties. The  South had opposed the tariff, the North had supported it, and now, though South Carolina had left the Union, Lincoln proposed to enforce it.

Ratcheting up the pressure, on 6 April 1861, Lincoln announced that he was sending men and supplies to Sumter—men who would not fire, he pledged, unless fired upon. It was apparent now to the Confederates that if they were to take possession of the fort, they could not wait. On 12 April 1861, after gentlemanly negotiations between Confederate General P. G. T. Beauregard and the fort’s commander, Kentucky-born Major Robert Anderson, failed to win surrender of the fort, Beauregard ordered his artillerists to open fire on Fort Sumter. Two days later, the fort was his.

The South had won the stand-off over Fort Sumter, but it had also handed Lincoln the victory he sought—the South had fired first. Lincoln now had his righteous cause—to put down the rebel insurrection.

Lincoln had closed his inaugural speech by saying: “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”9


Beautiful sentiments, but one has to wonder whether seeking to wage war on one’s fellow Americans, as Lincoln was committed to do, is actually a reflection of the better angels of our nature. Arkansas, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Virginia thought it wasn’t, and rather than join in the suppression of the Southern states, they seceded as well—and the Confederate government swiftly moved from Montgomery, Alabama, to Richmond, Virginia.

For these Southern states, the “mystic chords of memory” were strong indeed. Robert E. Lee spoke for them when he declined command of the Union forces, “stating as candidly and courteously as I could, that though opposed to secession and deprecating war, I could  take no part in the invasion of the Southern states.”10 Earlier he had confessed, “a Union that can only be maintained by swords and bayonets . . . has no charm for me . . . .If the Union is dissolved and government disrupted, I shall return to my native state and share the miseries of my people and save in defense will draw my sword on none.”11 He made good on that promise and took the position that every humane man can echo: “With all my devotion to the Union and the feeling of loyalty and duty as an American citizen, I have not been able to make up my mind to raise my hand against my relatives, my children, my home.”12 So spoke a man who had served the flag of the United States his entire adult life, a West Pointer, a former superintendent at West Point, a veteran of the Mexican War.

But Abraham Lincoln—the man who thought the Mexican War wrong, even if it had brought the United States California, Utah, Nevada, and Arizona, and parts of Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico, as well as a greater Texas, with little resistance in those territories—thought it perfectly right to wage war, total war, against his fellow Americans. It would last four years and be the bloodiest war in our history.
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