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INTRODUCTION


The American Civil War has often been called the “American Iliad,” evoking parallels with the Trojan War. Just as that ancient contest became a defining moment for Greek history, the Civil War remains an epic moment in the American story. Some of the most revered names in our history emerged from the conflict: Grant, Sherman, Lee, Jackson, and Lincoln. Millions of Americans still visit the Gettysburg battlefield, Lincoln’s home in Springfield, Illinois, or the Lincoln Memorial. Almost a century and a half after its conclusion, the war’s hold on the public imagination shows no signs of abating.

Perhaps part of the fascination comes from the fundamental changes that the war brought to society. While the conflict is partially the story of high-ranking statesmen and generals, almost no citizen remained untouched and not just the soldiers who fought and died. Women, for example, assumed new roles as their husbands went off to war; they were forced to run the farms and plantations or work in factories. New and more destructive weapons were introduced, including a Confederate submarine, the CSS Hunley, which sank the Union warship Housatonic.

Above all, however, the war allowed Americans to finally come to grips with the issue of slavery. Lincoln’s immortal address at Gettysburg framed the purpose of the war with his references to the Declaration of Independence’s avowal that “all men are created equal” and his hope that “government of the people, by the people, and for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” To this day, Americans still struggle to make Lincoln’s dream a reality.

However, Americans should resist the temptation to dwell only on the glorious aspects of the Civil War. The deaths of 622,000 soldiers provide a stark reminder of the terrible price that the nation paid to keep the Union intact and to eradicate slavery.

Here you’ll find 101 fascinating facts about the people, places, and events that defined our nation’s most contentious conflict. This guide reveals the inside scoop on slavery and its impact on the war; from great—and not-so-great—leaders and generals; to battles fought and lost; and to some of the most shocking horrors of the war.



PART 1


The Coming of the War

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 was more like two separate countries living together as one. The North and the South were more disparate than they were alike, and these differences became increasingly vivid until, like a bickering married couple on the verge of divorce, they simply couldn’t bear to live together anymore.
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It’s Not Just about Slavery

It’s impossible to narrow the cause of the Civil War to a single issue or act. Most people today, if asked, would probably say slavery. But while it’s true that slavery was one of the most important contributing factors to the conflict, 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.

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 immigrants. The number of farm dwellers increased by 25 percent during this period, 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.

As a result of this influx, the nation’s population increased by 35 percent to nearly 31 million. But the South didn’t benefit from this population spurt. By 1850, only a third of Americans lived in the South, compared to half at the beginning of the century. And of the nation’s ten largest cities, only New Orleans was located in the lower Southern region.

Indeed, the years before the war’s onset saw some dramatic and fundamental changes in the nation’s face. The North quickly took advantage of the amazing new products resulting from the Industrial Revolution, 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.


Land of Opportunity



Many of these new city dwellers were country folk looking for a new way of life, but a greater number were immigrants from overseas, primarily Ireland and Germany, hoping to strike it rich in the “land of opportunity.”



The economy of the South, in comparison, remained based primarily on agriculture, with England and the Northern states being its biggest customers. (In 1852, a mere tenth of the goods manufactured in America came from Southern factories and mills.) Cotton, in particular, was a huge cash crop that brought large amounts of money to the region, though tobacco, rice, indigo, and other products were also widely grown. By 1860, the South was producing nearly three-fourths of the raw cotton used throughout the world—an estimated one billion pounds a year. But because the South lacked the manufacturing capability of the North, the region was forced to buy back the goods created from the products it grew, placing it at an economic disadvantage that angered many Southerners. This inequity played a large role in widening the division between the North and the South.
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Manifest Your Destiny

As the United States thrived and flourished during the early nineteenth century, the demand for expansion grew increasingly loud. The western regions cried to be settled, and 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-American War (1846–48), for example, was little more than a trumped-up conflict designed to wrest large tracks 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. It was the largest addition to the United States since the Louisiana Purchase in 1803.

The acquisition of this western territory, as well as other tracts 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 (years of planting land-depleting crops such as tobacco and cotton forced many Southern plantation owners to desperately seek new farmland), but the North did not.

The first solution was the 1820 Missouri Compromise, legislation that was specifically designed to keep both sides happy. The issue came to a head in 1819, when Missouri requested admittance to the United States as a slave state—an act that went against the Northwest Ordinance, since most of the territory lay north of the Ohio River. Worse, the addition of a new slave state would disrupt the balance previously enjoyed between the North and the South. Luckily, Maine asked to be admitted as a free state at almost the same time as Missouri, thus maintaining parity.


The Northwest Ordinance



The Northwest Ordinance, enacted in 1787, stated that all territories north of the Ohio River were to be free and that those south of the river were to allow slavery, and up to 1819, the two regions were equally divided, with eleven states each. However, pending growth required new action.



But it quickly became evident that the addition of new states would result in constant conflict. To settle the issue of Missouri’s statehood and keep things peaceful for a while, members of Congress, led by noted orator and statesman Henry Clay of Kentucky, hammered out the Missouri Compromise, which admitted Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state.

However, the territory acquired as a result of the Mexican-American War would require another compromise thirty years later. The Compromise of 1850, brokered again by Henry Clay, with tremendous input from Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, did little to affect the institution of slavery in the United States, aside from officially prohibiting the slave trade 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. Clay and Webster, who both opposed slavery but felt the issue shouldn’t be allowed to tear the nation apart, struggled to make the Compromise acceptable to both the North and the South. However, neither side was particularly happy over the legislation. Some Southern politicians, such as John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, felt the Compromise didn’t go far enough in securing the future of slavery, and they raised the specter of secession if things weren’t eventually changed. The North, on the other hand, was appalled by a provision within the bill that required Northerners to return escaped slaves to their owners. But despite these objections, the Compromise was passed by the House and the Senate and, for a decade, averted civil war between the two regions, although tensions continued to rise.

The Missouri Compromise and the Compromise of 1850 both dealt in part with an issue of particular sensitivity to the South—states’ rights. The federal government’s right to decide important issues within a state was something with which many people, especially those in the South, vehemently disagreed, and the shifting balance of power between the federal government and individual states would remain a hot-button issue that would contribute strongly to the beginning of the Civil War.

The Tenth Amendment to the United States Constitution states that “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. The South felt the federal government was overstepping its bounds every time it attempted to abolish or otherwise deal with the issue of slavery in that region or in territories seeking statehood and balked loudly whenever challenges were made. In short, the proud Southern states didn’t like being told what to do and begged simply to be left alone.
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Insist, Resist

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 stoic and 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 eventually secede.

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 the country in August 1619, arriving at Jamestown, Virginia, on a Dutch ship; those Africans were possibly sold as indentured servants, though their plight was little different from that of outright slaves. Even some of the United States’ most revered figures, including George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, were slaveholders. 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, more than nine million Africans were captured and taken from their homeland for a life of slavery around the world. Nearly half of them were bought to the United States, primarily the Southern region, where the climate encouraged agriculture on a large scale. Outlawed in all Northern states by 1846, slavery quickly became the backbone of the Southern agricultural economy. The growing global demand for cotton, in particular, gave the institution new life at a time when many people in both the North and the South were starting to believe that it would disappear by itself if left alone.

Growing and harvesting cotton was hard, backbreaking labor, even with the use of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, and black slaves were commonly used to do the work that white farmers and plantation owners thought was beneath them. So important had cotton become as a cash crop that of the 2.5 million slaves engaged as agricultural workers in 1850, 75 percent worked at cotton production. So it’s easy to see how the South, which had become so dependent on the labor force of slavery, was reluctant to give it up. By the time the first shots of the Civil War were fired, more than four million slaves lived in the South—approximately one-third of its population.
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Voyage to Hell

Slavery is a most barbaric institution, and 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, such as sugar and molasses, as well as slaves who had been “broken in” on the Caribbean islands.

The number of Africans who were snatched from their homeland as part of the Triangle Trade is impossible to determine, though the number of slaves brought to the United States is estimated at between ten and twelve million. Many slaves were prisoners of war, others were criminals or debtors, and some were simply villagers sold by their money-hungry tribal kings and chieftains.


Seasoning



The seasoning process involved placing new slaves with old hands, who taught them what to do and made them more docile and subservient. Seasoning usually doubled a slave’s value.



The voyage from Africa to the West Indies was the most harrowing and brutal portion of the trip. Slaves, having been first fattened up like cattle, were placed in a ship’s hold almost like cordwood, with little room to sit up, much less stand. They were painfully shackled together, poorly fed (many slaves refused to eat the strange food they were given), given impure water to drink, and lacked any type of sanitary facilities. This lack of basic sanitation, combined with the vomiting that often resulted from fear and seasickness, created an almost overpowering stench in a slave ship’s cargo hold and helped promote a wide range of diseases.

The voyage from Africa to the West Indies could take from six to ten weeks, and many slaves died during the trip, their bodies simply tossed overboard to feed the sharks. If a ship’s provisions ran low, the slaves were the last to be fed and the first to be discarded if necessary. Some slaves, when given the opportunity, threw themselves into the ocean rather than face a life of bondage in an unknown land.

The importation of slaves to the United States was banned by federal law in 1808, but the institution was able to continue right along as the slaves who were already here reproduced and kept the cycle going generation by generation, much to the delight of Southern plantation owners. The first United States Census in 1790 counted 697,897 slaves. Twenty years later, despite a two-year ban on slave importation, the figure had grown by an astounding 70 percent.



5


The Confessions of Nat Turner

In the annals of slave rebellion, the story of Nat Turner is one of the most dramatic in terms of intent, violence, and bloodshed. Raised by his African-born mother on a Virginia plantation owned by Samuel Turner, Nat Turner was taught to read by his owner’s son. His father escaped when Turner was young and never returned, and Turner himself managed to escape at one point, only to return four weeks later of his own volition.

Turner became extremely religious over the years and began preaching the gospel to his fellow slaves, who came to call him the Prophet. In 1825, Turner reported having visions of the Second Coming of Christ, and other visions that encouraged him to kill his enemies with their own weapons. In 1831, a solar eclipse was interpreted as a sign from God that Turner should kill his oppressors and lead his people to freedom.

In August 1831, Turner and seven other slaves killed the entire Travis family (who had acquired Turner from Samuel Turner) with hatchets and axes, fulfilling God’s “command” that he slay his enemies with their own tools. Turner and his followers then began terrorizing the area, picking up recruits from other area plantations until their numbers totaled more than sixty. Their goal was the county seat of Jerusalem, Virginia, where they planned to take the armory, though they apparently hadn’t thought past that.

Turner and his followers attacked area farms and plantations for two days, but the rebellion quickly became disorganized, with many members getting drunk on stolen liquor. Word of the rebellion spread through the area and Turner’s followers were met by armed militia outside Jerusalem. Many were killed or captured in the ensuing battle. Turner and approximately twenty followers managed to escape the melee but were attacked again a short time later. Turner escaped again, this time with four followers, and hid in the woods for nearly six weeks before he was captured.

On November 11, 1831, Turner and sixteen followers were executed by hanging for the bloody uprising, but their deaths wouldn’t be the last. Slaves throughout the region were terrorized and attacked by federal troops, and more than two hundred slaves were killed as payback and as a warning to others that any attempt at insurrection would be met with harsh punishment. Another bit of fallout resulting from Nat Turner’s rebellion was legislation that prevented slaves from learning to read or write. An ignorant slave, the thinking went, was a docile slave.
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The Flak over the Fugitive Slave Act

The Fugitive Slave Act required federal marshals and deputies to aid in the capture and return of escaped slaves throughout the United States. The law also denied slaves the right to a trial by jury. It was included in Henry Clay’s Compromise of 1850 as a way of appeasing the South and ending calls for secession, but it served only to inflame the angry passions 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.

The act provided for the appointment of commissioners to administer the cases of captured runaways. These commissioners were paid on a case-by-case basis—$10 for each fugitive slave sent back to the South and $5 for each accused black person who was set free. As might be expected, this bizarre bounty system quickly became rife with corruption, and the number of convicted runaways far exceeded the number of African Americans who were exonerated. In many cases, black people (whether they were actually slaves or not) were returned to the South based only on affidavits from Southern courts or the vague statements of white witnesses. Between 1850 and 1860, 343 African Americans were brought before these federal commissioners; of those, 332 were sent to slavery.

Abolitionists feared that the new law would lead to terrible abuses against free black people living in the North, and they were right. There were reports of Southern bounty hunters arresting and sometimes kidnapping African Americans who had lived in the North as free people for more than twenty years, or claiming children born in freedom to escaped slaves were “property” of their parents’ original owners. As a result, efforts on the part of antislavery individuals to protect African Americans living in the North increased dramatically, and some states passed measures to bypass the law. The growing opposition to slavery in the North made the Fugitive Slave Act almost impossible to enforce. Still, many black people, believing that there were virtually no laws to protect them, fled to Canada using the Underground Railroad. The Fugitive Slave Act was finally repealed by Congress on June 28, 1864.
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Calhoun’s Doctrine of Nullification

If any single individual can be credited with instigating the Civil War, it is John Caldwell Calhoun, one of the South’s most vocal states’ rights and slavery advocates. Calhoun was born near Abbeville District in South Carolina in 1782. He received his education in the North, attending Yale University and receiving his law degree in Litchfield, Connecticut. He entered politics at twenty-six years old, serving two years as a member of the South Carolina legislature. In 1810, he was elected to the US House of Representatives as a War Democrat and received much publicity for his endorsement of United States participation in the War of 1812. Calhoun was appointed secretary of war by James Madison in 1817 and became vice president under John Quincy Adams in 1825. However, Calhoun’s feelings toward the federal government began to change during his second term as vice president, this time under Andrew Jackson.

At issue was a protective tariff on imported goods that Calhoun felt exploited South Carolina. It was while fighting the tariff that Calhoun (who resigned the vice presidency to return to the Senate) developed his “doctrine of nullification,” which held that state conventions could nullify any national law by declaring it unconstitutional. When Congress passed a second protective tariff in 1832, South Carolina embraced Calhoun’s theory and nullified the new import tax. The resulting constitutional crisis included a threat by South Carolina to secede from the Union and counter threats from President Jackson to employ federal troops to prevent such an action. A compromise was proposed by Henry Clay, reducing the tariff but doing so gradually over a number of years. Congress passed the compromise, thereby deflating the crisis, but the conflict bolstered the issue of states’ rights, which Calhoun saw as an effective way of protecting the South from Northern encroachment.

Calhoun remained an influential power in the Senate until 1850. His last speech—read by a colleague because Calhoun was too ill—argued against the Compromise of 1850, which Calhoun felt did not sufficiently protect the institution of slavery. Calhoun also noted that continued interference by the North on the issue would no doubt force the Southern states from the Union. Calhoun died from tuberculosis on May 31, 1850, just a few weeks after his final speech and a full decade before the civil war he had forewarned began.
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William Lloyd Garrison, the Liberator

Born in 1805, Garrison grew up in a poor but religious family in Newburyport, Massachusetts. He attended school until the age of thirteen, then became an apprentice at the Newburyport Herald. Within four years, he was writing hard-hitting essays for the paper’s editorial page. In 1828, Garrison moved to Boston to write for a temperance newspaper called the National Philanthropist. There he met abolitionist Benjamin Lundy, who brought him over to the cause. However, Garrison quickly broke with Lundy and his followers over the issue of slave colonization and started his own more radical branch of the abolitionist movement.


Conflict of Interest



Some abolitionists wanted all black people to be returned to Africa, but Garrison wanted all African Americans to be free and have equal rights with white people.



    Garrison is probably best known as the publisher of the leading abolitionist newspaper of its time, Boston-based The Liberator, which he began publishing in 1831. Though its circulation never exceeded three thousand, the newspaper was a leading voice in the New England abolitionist movement and carried wide influence. Garrison often described slavery as a criminal act and wrote: “I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation. . . . I will not retreat a single inch—and I will be heard.”
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John Brown’s Soul Marches On

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.

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 1856 slaughter of proslavery settler James Doyle; Doyle’s two sons, William and Drury; Allen Wilkinson, a member of the proslavery territorial legislature; and William Sherman, another proslavery settler. Brown and his sons were never arrested for the killings, which came to be known as the Pottawatomie Massacre.

Brown later conceived a plan to lead a slave insurrection in the South and start a republic of free African Americans 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 was able to take the poorly guarded arsenal and armory with relative ease, and Brown immediately sent two followers into the countryside to recruit area slaves for his grand rebellion. But Brown’s plans quickly turned to shambles. The thousands of slaves Brown had expected never showed up. Instead, the residents of Harpers Ferry surrounded the arsenal and armory, trapping Brown and his men inside. The angry mob then began firing on them, killing two of Brown’s sons. By the following afternoon, Brown had barricaded what remained of his group, along with their hostages, in the fire engine house next to the armory. A company of marines, led by Colonel Robert E. Lee, soon arrived to put down the insurrection.

On the morning of October 18, Lee sent in cavalry officer Jeb Stuart to demand Brown’s surrender, but Brown refused. Stuart then signaled for the marines to charge, and in the ensuing melee, two of the raiders were killed with bayonets. Within minutes the uprising was over and Brown and four remaining followers were captured.

Brown and his followers were charged with murder, treason, and inciting insurrection, and sentenced to death by hanging. Brown was executed on December 2, 1859.
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Frederick Douglass Follows the North Star

Few people fought harder for the rights of African Americans or were more active in the abolitionist movement than Frederick Douglass. A powerful speaker and writer, he edited and published the influential abolitionist newspaper The North Star for nearly seventeen years and helped spread the word on the evils of slavery in numerous speeches throughout the North.

Douglass was born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey in 1817. His mother, Harriet Bailey, was a slave, his father an unknown white man. Sent to Baltimore at age eight to work as a house servant, Douglass was educated by the mistress of the house, who taught him to read and write. Escaping to the North, he made his way to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where he found work as a ship caulker and changed his last name to Douglass to avoid those who might try to return him to his owner.

At age twenty-four, Douglass attended a meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, where he spoke for the first time about his life as a slave and his escape. William Lloyd Garrison, the leader of the society, was taken with Douglass’s speaking skills, and immediately hired him as a full-time abolitionist lecturer. Often Douglass would begin his speeches with these provocative words: “I appear this evening as a thief and a robber. I stole this head, these limbs, this body from my master and ran off with them.”

After the war was over, Douglass continued to work for the cause of civil rights, clashing with President Andrew Johnson over his Reconstruction policies, which Douglass felt didn’t provide sufficient relief to long-suffering, newly freed black slaves in the South. President Ulysses S. Grant appointed Douglass to a number of government positions, including marshal of the District of Columbia and consul general to Haiti. Douglass died in his home in Cedar Hill, Washington, DC, in 1895, at the age of seventy-eight.


Fighting for the Cause



As the nation grew closer to civil war, Douglass strived to make slavery one of the key issues. And after war was declared, he worked hard to encourage African Americans to join the Union army, believing that participation in the war effort would go a long way toward abolition and full citizenship.
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The Dred Scott Ruling


Dred Scott was a slave who thought he should be free. His case went all the way to the Supreme Court, where the majority decision would keep him in bondage and further split the United States on the issue of slavery.

Scott was the property of 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. Scott returned to Missouri with Emerson in 1838, and after Emerson’s death in 1843, he sued in the Missouri courts for his freedom and that of his family, with the argument that his stay in a free state and free territory had made him a free man. The Missouri courts ruled against Scott, but Scott’s fight was just beginning.
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