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            INTRODUCTION: WHY GETTYSBURG STILL MATTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Before the gunfire echoed across the fields of Gettysburg, the United States was already fighting a different kind of battle—one of ideas, beliefs, and values. People in different parts of the country couldn’t agree on what kind of nation America should be. Some believed it should be a land of freedom for all, while others wanted to protect a system that took freedom away from millions. Those disagreements didn’t start overnight. They had been growing for decades, until finally, words turned into war.

      The Civil War began in 1861, but its roots stretched far back into the country’s past. When America was young, people dreamed of a nation built on liberty and equality. But that dream was only partly true. In the southern states, enslaved men, women, and children were forced to work on farms and plantations without pay, rights, or freedom. They were treated as property instead of people. The northern states, where slavery was slowly ending, began to see it as deeply wrong. This difference—between those who defended slavery and those who opposed it—became the great divide that split the nation in two.

      At first, leaders tried to find compromises. They made new laws and agreements meant to keep peace between North and South. But every time the country grew—adding new land or new states—the same question came up: would slavery spread there or not? Each new decision angered one side or the other. The arguments grew louder, and trust between the regions faded. People stopped seeing each other as fellow citizens and began seeing each other as enemies.

      By the 1850s, it was clear that the country couldn’t stay halfway free and halfway enslaved. A growing number of people in the North believed that slavery was wrong in every way. In the South, many white landowners believed their way of life—and their wealth—depended on keeping it. The two sides read the same Constitution but understood it differently. One side saw freedom as a right that should belong to everyone. The other side saw freedom as something that applied only to some.

      The breaking point came when Abraham Lincoln was elected president in 1860. Lincoln didn’t plan to end slavery everywhere right away, but he was clear that it should not expand into new territories. To Southern leaders, that was enough to threaten everything they stood for. They believed the federal government no longer represented them. One by one, eleven Southern states decided to leave the Union—the group of states that made up the United States. They formed their own country, called the Confederate States of America, and chose Jefferson Davis as their president.

      The U.S. government refused to recognize the Confederacy as a real nation. Lincoln said the Union must stay together, because no state had the right to break away. The argument about whether the United States could truly remain “united” was about to be settled not with debates or speeches, but with war.

      The first shots were fired in April 1861 at Fort Sumter, a Union fort in South Carolina. Confederate forces attacked, and the Civil War officially began. At first, people on both sides thought it would be over quickly. They were wrong. The war would last four long years and take more American lives than any other war in the country’s history.

      But why did each side fight? The reasons weren’t exactly the same for every soldier or leader. For the Union—the North—the main goal at first was to keep the country together. Lincoln said his duty was to preserve the Union, even if it meant leaving slavery untouched in the South for the time being. But as the war went on, it became clear that freedom and unity were connected. You couldn’t save the country and still allow slavery to continue. The war became a fight for human freedom as much as for national survival.

      For the Confederacy—the South—the fight was about independence and control. Southern leaders claimed they were defending “states’ rights,” meaning the right of each state to make its own laws without interference from the federal government. But at the heart of those “rights” was the right to keep slavery legal. Without enslaved labor, their farms and plantations would collapse. The Confederacy’s new government even wrote slavery directly into its laws. The idea that one group of people could own another was built into its foundation.

      The people who fought, however, often saw things more personally. Many soldiers, North and South, weren’t rich or powerful. Some barely understood the politics that had led to war. Young men joined the armies because their families, neighbors, or towns expected them to. Some fought for pride, others for adventure, and many because they believed they were defending their homes. The war may have started with politicians, but it was fought by ordinary people—farmers, clerks, blacksmiths, and boys who were barely old enough to shave.

      The lives of enslaved people also shaped the war in powerful ways. Even before Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, many enslaved men and women took their own freedom by escaping to Union lines. They became scouts, cooks, laborers, and eventually soldiers. Nearly 200,000 African Americans served in the Union Army and Navy. They weren’t just fighting for a country; they were fighting for their families and their futures. Their courage helped change minds and push the Union toward making freedom a true goal of the war.

      The Civil War wasn’t fought only on distant battlefields—it reached into every home and heart. Families were split apart. Brothers sometimes fought on opposite sides. Towns sent their sons off to battle and waited months to hear whether they’d ever return. Letters carried hope and heartbreak in equal measure. People learned to live with shortages of food, clothing, and medicine. Women stepped into roles they’d never had before, managing farms, businesses, and hospitals. The entire country was transformed by the conflict.

      By the middle of the war, it became clear that this struggle was bigger than the North or the South—it was about what the United States would stand for in the world. Would it be a place where all people could be free? Or a country that allowed slavery to continue forever? That question gave the war its meaning. It turned the battles, the marches, and the terrible losses into something larger than any one person’s story.
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      By the middle of the 1800s, the United States was like a rope being pulled from both ends. On one side were people who believed slavery had no place in a nation built on freedom. On the other were those who insisted that slavery was essential to their way of life. Between them were arguments about who held the most power—the federal government in Washington or the individual states. The tension stretched tighter every year until the rope finally snapped, and the country broke into war.

      At the center of that conflict was slavery. It wasn’t the only cause, but it was the most powerful one—the issue that shaped nearly every argument, every law, and every decision leading up to the Civil War. In the South, slavery was deeply woven into the economy. Huge plantations depended on enslaved labor to grow crops like cotton, tobacco, and rice. These crops were sold not only across the country but around the world, making the South extremely wealthy. Many white Southerners believed that their prosperity—and their social order—depended on keeping slavery alive.

      In the North, things were very different. The economy was built around factories, small farms, and growing cities. Over time, most Northern states had outlawed slavery. Many Northerners believed it was morally wrong, while others simply thought it was outdated and unnecessary in a modern nation. Still, not everyone in the North supported equal rights for Black people. Even among those who opposed slavery, there were disagreements about what should happen to the millions of enslaved people if slavery ended. Some wanted freedom for all. Others wanted to stop slavery from spreading but didn’t want to interfere where it already existed.

      These differences weren’t just about work or money—they were about values. The North and South were growing into two very different societies. The North saw itself as a place of progress and change, while the South saw itself as a guardian of tradition. The more each side tried to defend its way of life, the harder it became to find common ground.

      The argument over “states’ rights” grew from this divide. Many Southerners believed that each state should have the power to make its own decisions, especially about slavery. They feared that if the federal government gained too much authority, it could force the Southern states to give up slavery entirely. They argued that the Constitution gave states the right to govern themselves and that Washington had no business interfering.

      In the North, people saw it differently. They believed that the federal government had the responsibility to protect freedom and equality for everyone, not just to do whatever the states wanted. If states could pick and choose which national laws to follow, they thought, then the United States would fall apart. It wasn’t just about slavery—it was about what kind of nation the country was meant to be.

      This fight between state power and national power became a constant tug-of-war. It played out in Congress, in newspapers, and even in the courts. Every new state added to the Union turned the debate into a showdown. Would it be a free state or a slave state? The answer could change the balance of power in Washington.

      One event that pushed the country closer to war was the Dred Scott case in 1857. Dred Scott was an enslaved man who sued for his freedom after living in free territory. The Supreme Court ruled against him, saying that Black people—free or enslaved—were not citizens and had no right to sue in federal court. The Court also said Congress had no authority to ban slavery anywhere. This decision shocked the North and thrilled the South. It made clear that the nation’s highest court had sided with slavery, deepening the anger and distrust between the regions.

      Another spark came from people who refused to wait for politicians to act. Abolitionists—those who fought to end slavery—grew bolder. Some wrote books and gave speeches, while others risked their lives helping enslaved people escape through the Underground Railroad. Their courage inspired many but also fueled Southern fears that their society was under attack. When John Brown, a fierce abolitionist, led a raid on a federal armory in Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859, hoping to start a rebellion against slavery, the South saw it as proof that Northerners were willing to use violence to destroy them. Brown was captured and executed, but his actions became a symbol of how desperate and divided the country had become.

      Behind these political and moral battles were ordinary people caught in the middle. Families who lived near the border between North and South often had mixed feelings. Some owned slaves but believed secession—breaking away from the Union—was wrong. Others hated slavery but were afraid of what would happen if millions of enslaved people were suddenly freed. Even within the same towns, people stopped speaking to neighbors who disagreed with them. Friendships ended. Communities split apart.

      The economic divide made things worse. The South depended heavily on selling cotton to northern factories and foreign countries. But as tensions grew, Northern leaders began to talk about using the government’s power to limit slavery’s spread and protect workers’ rights. Southern leaders saw this as a direct threat to their economy. Each new tariff or trade law became another reason for resentment.

      At the heart of it all was fear—fear of change, fear of loss, and fear of the unknown. The South feared losing its labor system and wealth. The North feared that slavery would expand and poison the country’s future. Both sides felt misunderstood and mistrustful. Each saw the other not as fellow Americans but as enemies trying to destroy their way of life.

      When Abraham Lincoln was elected president in 1860, that fear exploded. Even though Lincoln promised not to interfere with slavery where it already existed, Southern states didn’t believe him. To them, his victory meant that the North now controlled the federal government. They believed it was only a matter of time before slavery would be outlawed entirely. In their eyes, leaving the Union was the only way to protect their rights and their future.

      Within months, seven states—starting with South Carolina—seceded from the Union. They created their own government and constitution, one that explicitly protected slavery. They argued that this was an act of independence, just like when the American colonies had broken away from Britain. But the United States government refused to accept that any state had the right to leave.

      The country was now split, both politically and emotionally. The debate over slavery and states’ rights had turned into a full-blown crisis. When Confederate forces attacked Fort Sumter in April 1861, it wasn’t just an attack on a fort—it was an attack on the idea of one nation united under a single flag.

      The North (Union) vs. the South (Confederacy)

      When the Civil War began in 1861, people across the United States didn’t all see it in the same way. Soldiers marching off to battle on both sides carried different beliefs about what they were defending, what they hoped to protect, and what kind of future they wanted for their country. The war wasn’t just a fight between two armies—it was a clash between two visions of what America should be.

      For many in the North, the first goal was clear: to save the Union. When Southern states began leaving after Abraham Lincoln
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