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A Note on Names, Dates, and Method

A war fought between two governments that each claimed to be the true America inevitably produces two names for almost everything. Northerners called the first great battle Bull Run, after the creek; Southerners called it Manassas, after the railroad junction. The conflict at Sharpsburg to the South was Antietam to the North. Where two names exist, this book generally uses the one that has become standard in modern usage and gives the alternate at first mention. The armies themselves are named for rivers and regions in the customary way: the Union’s Army of the Potomac, the Confederacy’s Army of Northern Virginia, the western Army of the Tennessee and Army of Tennessee—the Union army taking the definite article and the river, the Confederate army the state.

Dates follow the calendar of the time, which is our own. Casualty figures in the nineteenth century counted the killed, wounded, and missing or captured together; a battle’s “casualties” therefore vastly exceed its dead, and this book keeps the distinction clear. The war’s overall mortality is genuinely uncertain. The figure long carved into textbooks—about 620,000 military dead—has been revised upward by modern demographers working from census records to something nearer 750,000, with a plausible range of roughly 650,000 to 850,000. The reader will find both numbers in these pages, presented as what they are: the boundaries of an honest estimate.

On the largest question of all, this book takes a position that the participants themselves stated plainly before later generations muddied it. The Confederate states, in their own declarations of secession and in the speeches of their own leaders, named the protection and expansion of slavery as the reason they left the Union. The doctrine of “states’ rights” was the vehicle; the right being asserted was the right to own human beings. That the war later acquired a softer, sadder, more reconciliationist memory—the “Lost Cause”—is itself part of the history, and the final chapters treat it as such. The method throughout is to let the evidence speak: precise where it can be precise, candid where it cannot, and always returning to the four million people whose freedom was the war’s true measure.





Introduction

On the morning of April 12, 1861, a Virginian named Edmund Ruffin—sixty-seven years old, his long white hair falling to his shoulders, a fire-eating secessionist who had spent decades praying for exactly this hour—was given the honor of pulling a lanyard on a battery at Cummings Point, in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. The gun roared. Its shell rose in a long arc over the dark water and burst above a small brick fort named for a Revolutionary War hero. It was, by most reckonings, the first shot of the American Civil War. Within four years more than half of all the men who would die in the conflict were not yet soldiers; many were boys who had not yet decided to enlist; some were not yet free to choose anything at all. By the time the guns fell silent, three quarters of a million Americans would be dead, a president would lie murdered in a borrowed bed, four million people would walk out of bondage, and the country that emerged would be so changed that Americans afterward spoke of the United States as a singular noun—is, not are—for the first time in their history.

This book tells that story whole: how the war came, how it was fought, and what it made. It is a story that begins not in 1861 but at the creation, in the unresolved contradiction of a republic that declared all men equal while holding a fifth of its people in chains. For three generations Americans postponed the reckoning with compromises—Missouri, 1850, Kansas-Nebraska—each one buying time and each one, in the end, sharpening the quarrel rather than settling it. By the late 1850s the machinery of compromise had broken. A Supreme Court decision declared that Black Americans could never be citizens; a failed raid on a federal arsenal convinced the South that the North meant to cut its throat; and the election of a tall, self-taught Illinois lawyer who believed the nation could not endure half slave and half free convinced seven states that the time had come to leave.

What followed was a war unlike any the world had yet seen—the first great conflict of the industrial age, fought with rifled muskets that could kill at half a mile, ironclad warships that made the world’s wooden navies obsolete in an afternoon, railroads and telegraphs that moved armies and orders at the speed of the new century, and photography that for the first time laid the bloated dead of a battlefield before the eyes of the living. It was fought by the largest armies the continent had ever raised, across a theater stretching from Pennsylvania to Texas, and it killed on a scale that has no rival in American experience: more Americans died in this war than in all the nation’s other wars from the Revolution through Vietnam combined.

But the Civil War was never only a war of armies. It was a revolution. It destroyed the wealthiest concentration of property in the antebellum republic—the enslaved themselves—and in doing so remade the meaning of American freedom. The enslaved did not wait for emancipation; they seized it, walking off plantations toward Union lines by the tens of thousands, forcing the question that politicians had hoped to avoid. By the war’s end nearly two hundred thousand Black men wore Union blue. The document that freed them, the Thirteenth Amendment, was the first amendment to the Constitution in sixty years and the first ever to expand rather than restrain federal power on behalf of the individual. The war that began to preserve the Union ended by transforming it.

This book is built in eight parts. The first traces the long road to Sumter—the institution of slavery, the failed compromises, the radicalizing crises of the 1850s, and the election that broke the country. The next four follow the war year by year: the gathering and first blood of 1861; the terrible escalation of 1862, from Shiloh to Antietam; the hinge year of 1863, when emancipation, Gettysburg, and Vicksburg turned the tide; the total war of 1864, when Grant and Sherman ground the Confederacy down; and the collapse of 1865, ending at a courthouse in Virginia and a theater in Washington. A sixth part steps back from the battlefield to follow the war’s other dimensions—the soldier’s daily life, the new weapons, the war at sea, medicine and death, the Black soldier, the two home fronts, the prison camps, and the watching world. The final part carries the story past Appomattox into Reconstruction—the unfinished struggle to give the Union victory meaning—and into the long contest over how the war would be remembered.

A word on what this book is not. It is not a celebration of either side’s valor, though valor there was in abundance, and it does not pretend that the men who fought for the Confederacy were monsters or that those who fought for the Union were saints. Most soldiers on both sides were young, frightened, brave, and ordinary, and the book treats them as such. But it does not split the difference on the war’s cause or its stakes. A nation that had promised liberty finally, at staggering cost, began to keep that promise to some of the people it had betrayed. That this beginning was partial, that the freedom won was soon hedged and stolen back, that the work remains unfinished—all of this is true, and the book says so. Yet the achievement was real, and it was bought with the lives of three quarters of a million people. They are the reason the story is worth telling, and worth telling honestly.

The war began, as Edmund Ruffin’s shell announced, in the spring of 1861. But to understand why a comfortable, prosperous, expanding nation tore itself apart, we must begin earlier—at the founding, with the house its builders knew, even then, was divided against itself.





Chapter 1: A House Divided

In the summer of 1787, in a sweltering, shuttered room in Philadelphia, fifty-five men argued for four months over how to build a republic, and the hardest of their arguments was about slavery. They did not call it that. The word “slave” appears nowhere in the Constitution they produced; the framers wrote instead of “other Persons” and “Person held to Service or Labour,” circumlocutions that betray their discomfort even as their clauses protected the thing they would not name. But the institution sat at the center of nearly everything they decided. It shaped how the House of Representatives would be apportioned, through the notorious compromise that counted an enslaved person as three-fifths of a free one—inflating the political power of the slaveholding states without granting the enslaved any rights at all. It shaped the electoral college, which carried the three-fifths advantage into the choosing of presidents. It produced a clause requiring the return of those who escaped bondage, and another forbidding Congress from banning the Atlantic slave trade for twenty years. The Constitution that bound the states together was, among other things, a treaty between freedom and slavery, and the treaty’s terms favored slavery far more than the document’s soaring preamble would suggest.

Many of the framers believed, or told themselves, that the problem would solve itself. Slavery seemed in 1787 to be a declining institution, unprofitable and embarrassing, likely to wither as tobacco exhausted the soil of the Chesapeake. Even some Southern planters spoke of it as a regrettable inheritance they wished they could be rid of. Thomas Jefferson, who owned more than six hundred human beings over his lifetime, wrote that slavery was a “fire bell in the night” that filled him with terror for the Union’s future, and that in contemplating it he “trembled for my country” when he reflected that God was just. Yet he freed almost none of his own slaves, and the institution he expected to fade did not fade. It exploded.

The cause of the explosion was a simple machine. In 1793 a young Connecticut tutor named Eli Whitney, visiting a Georgia plantation, built a device of wooden rollers and wire teeth that could separate the sticky green seeds from short-staple cotton fifty times faster than a person could by hand. The cotton gin—“gin” being short for “engine”—made it suddenly profitable to grow cotton across the vast interior of the Deep South, land unsuited to the long-staple variety that had previously been the only kind worth cleaning. Within a single generation, cotton transformed the American economy and the institution of slavery along with it. In 1790 the United States produced about three thousand bales of cotton a year. By 1860 it produced nearly four million. Cotton became the nation’s leading export, the raw material that fed the textile mills of Manchester and Massachusetts, the commodity on which Southern wealth, Northern shipping, and British industry all depended. And it was grown, picked, and ginned by enslaved people, whose numbers swelled from around seven hundred thousand at the first census to nearly four million by 1860.

This was the central fact of the antebellum republic, and it cannot be softened. By the eve of the war, the four million enslaved people of the American South were worth, as property, more than all the nation’s banks, railroads, and factories combined—an estimated three billion dollars, a staggering sum in the money of the day. Slavery was not a marginal feature of a modernizing economy; it was the largest single financial asset in the country. The men who owned that asset were not relics clinging to a dying way of life. They were among the richest and most confident people in the world, and they had every intention of expanding their domain, not apologizing for it.

The institution they defended was a system of total domination enforced by violence. An enslaved person had no legal standing, could not testify against a white person, could not legally marry, could be sold away from spouse and children at an owner’s whim, and could be whipped, branded, or killed with near impunity. The internal slave trade—the forced migration of perhaps a million people from the worn-out lands of the Upper South to the booming cotton frontier of Mississippi, Alabama, and Texas—tore apart families on a scale that haunts the historical record through thousands of advertisements seeking lost mothers and sold children. The plantation was run on the lash and the threat of the lash; the law existed to protect the owner’s investment, not the human being who was the investment. No amount of paternalist mythology, then or since, can obscure what the documents show: a regime of coerced labor maintained by force, generation after generation.

And yet, over the same decades, a moral revolution was gathering in the North. The first stirrings were religious and gradual—Quakers who refused to hold slaves, Northern states that passed gradual emancipation laws after the Revolution so that by the 1820s slavery had effectively ended above the Mason-Dixon line. But in the 1830s a harder, angrier abolitionism arose. In Boston in 1831, a young printer named William Lloyd Garrison launched a newspaper, The Liberator, with a declaration that has the ring of a thrown gauntlet: “I will not equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat a single inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD.” Garrison demanded not gradual emancipation, not colonization of freed Blacks to Africa, but immediate and unconditional abolition, and he denounced the Constitution itself as “a covenant with death and an agreement with hell” for its protection of slavery. He was a minority even in the North, mobbed and threatened, once dragged through the streets of Boston with a rope around his body. But he was not alone, and the movement grew.

Crucially, the most powerful abolitionist voices were those of the formerly enslaved themselves. Frederick Douglass escaped from Maryland in 1838, taught himself to read against the law, and became the most electrifying orator in America, a living refutation of the claim that Black people were incapable of freedom. His autobiography, published in 1845, sold tens of thousands of copies and was translated across Europe. Harriet Tubman, having escaped, returned to the South again and again to lead others out along the secret routes of the Underground Railroad. Sojourner Truth, Henry Highland Garnet, and dozens of others carried the testimony of bondage directly to Northern audiences who could no longer pretend they did not know.

The white South responded to this rising criticism not with apology but with a hardening defiance. Where an earlier generation of planters had called slavery a necessary evil, the generation that came of age in the 1830s and 1840s called it a positive good. John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, the brilliant and forbidding theorist of Southern interests, told the Senate in 1837 that slavery was “instead of an evil, a good—a positive good,” beneficial to master and slave alike, the foundation of a stable and superior civilization. Southern clergymen found scriptural sanction for bondage; Southern scientists concocted theories of racial hierarchy; Southern politicians built an entire constitutional philosophy around the protection of slave property. The two sections were not merely disagreeing about a policy. They were developing incompatible understandings of what America was for.

What made the conflict irrepressible was not slavery where it already existed—few Northern politicians before the war proposed to abolish it in the states by federal action, and most conceded they had no constitutional power to do so. The flashpoint was always the expansion of slavery into the western territories, the vast public lands acquired by purchase and conquest as the nation surged toward the Pacific. Would the new states carved from this empire be slave or free? On the answer hung the future balance of power in the Senate, the character of the West, and the long-term survival of an institution that its defenders increasingly believed had to grow or die. Every crisis of the next forty years would turn on this single question, and each compromise that resolved one crisis only set the stage for the next.

It is worth pausing on how strange this contradiction would have looked to an outsider, because the strangeness is the key to understanding everything that followed. Picture the young United States as a single house built by two carpenters who could not agree on what kind of house they were building. One insisted on a house of free labor, of wage-earning farmers and mechanics and shopkeepers, where a man who worked hard might rise; the other insisted on a house whose whole foundation was the unpaid, unfree labor of millions, and whose prosperity depended on that foundation never being disturbed. For two generations the carpenters papered over the disagreement with compromises, each one a temporary truce that left the underlying quarrel exactly where it had been. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 drew a line across the map and said slavery could go here but not there. The Compromise of 1850 patched the wound again and added a harsh new Fugitive Slave Act as the price of Southern cooperation. Each patch held for a while; each made the eventual tearing worse. A useful way to think of the antebellum decades is not as a slow drift toward war but as a series of increasingly desperate repairs to a structure whose beams were quietly splitting.

The numbers behind the split are worth holding in the mind, because abstractions like “the slave power” become concrete only when you see the arithmetic. On the eve of the war the South held roughly four million enslaved people, and their assessed value as property—around three billion dollars—exceeded the combined value of every railroad, every factory, and every bank in the entire country. To grasp the scale, consider that this single asset was worth more than seven times the total amount of money then in circulation in the United States, and more than the federal government would spend in decades. A wealthy planter of the 1850s was not a nostalgic aristocrat clinging to a fading way of life; he was, in the language of a later age, a major capitalist whose portfolio happened to consist of human beings. This is why the common notion that slavery was already dying and would soon have faded on its own is one of the most persistent and misleading myths about the period. Far from dying, slavery was more profitable, more entrenched, and more aggressively expansionist in 1860 than it had ever been. Cotton prices were high, the frontier was open, and the men who owned the labor had every economic reason to want more of it, not less.

There is a human texture to these statistics that the ledgers conceal, and the historical record preserves it in fragments that still have the power to stop a reader cold. In the decades before the war, the domestic slave trade carried perhaps a million people in coffles from the exhausted tobacco lands of Virginia and Maryland to the booming cotton frontier of the Gulf states—a forced migration larger than the entire transatlantic trade to North America had ever been. Families were broken as a matter of routine business. After the war, when emancipation finally came, freedpeople placed thousands of advertisements in Black newspapers searching for the mothers, husbands, and children who had been sold away decades earlier; some of these “Information Wanted” notices were still appearing in the 1900s, forty years after the war, mute testimony to wounds that never closed. One formerly enslaved woman, asked late in life what she remembered most, spoke not of the whip but of the auction block where she last saw her sister. The three-fifths clause and the fugitive clause were not dry constitutional technicalities. They were the legal scaffolding of that auction block.

A misconception worth correcting here, before it can distort the chapters to come, is the idea that the North was a land of principled abolitionists marching south to free the enslaved. It was not. The great majority of white Northerners in the 1850s were not abolitionists; many were frankly hostile to Black people and indifferent to slavery so long as it stayed in the South. What alarmed them was not the sin of bondage but the political muscle of the men who profited from it—the “Slave Power,” as they called it, that seemed to control the presidency, the Supreme Court, and the Senate, and that now demanded the right to carry slavery into the free territories of the West where ordinary white farmers hoped to settle. This distinction matters enormously, because it explains why the war, when it came, began as a war to save the Union rather than a war to end slavery, and why it took two bloody years and the desperate logic of military necessity to transform it into the second. Frederick Douglass understood this better than almost anyone; he spent the war’s first years hammering at the North to see that the Union could not be saved without striking at the thing that had broken it.

Consider, as a small illustration of how the sections were pulling apart even in the texture of daily life, the way information itself was dividing. By the 1850s a Northerner and a Southerner reading their morning newspapers were increasingly reading about two different countries. Abolitionist literature was banned outright across the South; postmasters seized and burned it, and mobs threatened anyone suspected of circulating it. Southern legislatures passed laws making it a crime to teach an enslaved person to read, precisely because a literate population could read the Bible for itself and find in it not the proslavery sermons of Southern divines but the story of Exodus. The South was building an intellectual quarantine around itself, and a society that must forbid its own people from reading certain books, and forbid a portion of its population from reading at all, has already told you a great deal about the weakness at its core. Garrison’s cry that he would “be heard” was answered by a region determined that he would not be—and the determination to silence is rarely the posture of the confident.

Where do we still meet this history? Nearer than most Americans think. The three-fifths compromise shaped the early republic’s politics so thoroughly that of the first sixteen presidential terms, Southern slaveholders held the office for roughly two-thirds of them; the “slave power” was not a paranoid abolitionist fantasy but a measurable fact of who governed. The constitutional machinery the framers built to manage their compromise—the electoral college, the equal representation of states in the Senate, the amendment process—remains the machinery of American government today, still carrying, in its very design, the fingerprints of the bargain over slavery. When modern Americans argue about the balance between federal and state power, about who counts and how representation is apportioned, they are arguing, whether they know it or not, in a vocabulary first forged in that shuttered Philadelphia room. Lincoln’s “house divided” was not merely a memorable phrase; it was a diagnosis of a structural flaw built into the foundations, and the war would be the terrible surgery required to remove it.

In 1858, accepting the Republican nomination for the United States Senate from Illinois, a gangling, melancholy lawyer named Abraham Lincoln reached for a phrase from the Gospels to describe the predicament. “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” he said. “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing, or all the other.” He was not predicting war; he was describing a logic. The republic had been built on a contradiction that its founders had hoped time would dissolve. Time had instead made the contradiction unbearable. To understand how, we must look closely at the institution itself—the peculiar institution, as Southerners called it—and at the world it built.




Chapter 2: The Peculiar Institution

Before dawn on a Mississippi cotton plantation in the 1850s, a horn or a bell sounded in the dark, and the people who were owned there rose from their cabins and went into the fields. They worked from “can see to can’t see”—from the first light that let them tell a cotton boll from a leaf until the last light failed—with a break at midday in the worst of the heat. An overseer or a driver, often himself enslaved, moved among them, and behind the driver stood the whip. Each picker was weighed at the end of the day against a quota, and a quota once met could be raised; falling short brought the lash, counted out in lashes like a debt. This was the daily reality for the great majority of the four million people held in bondage in the American South, and it is where any honest account of the institution must begin—not with the columned mansions of the planter aristocracy, but with the labor that built and paid for them.

Southerners called slavery “the peculiar institution,” using “peculiar” in its older sense of particular or distinctive, their own special domestic arrangement. The phrase was a way of marking slavery off as a regional characteristic, a matter of local custom rather than a moral question for the nation. But the institution was anything but local in its effects. The cotton that the enslaved produced was the single most important commodity in the Atlantic economy. It clothed the world. The mills of Lancashire and Lowell ran on it; the banks of New York financed it; the ships of Boston and Liverpool carried it. When Southern politicians boasted that “Cotton is King,” they were not wholly wrong about the leverage it seemed to give them. An economy this central, built on labor this brutal, was not a quaint regional peculiarity. It was a pillar of the modern industrial world.

The enslaved population was distributed unevenly across a vast and varied South. In the older states of the Upper South—Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky—slavery was woven into a more diversified economy of tobacco, wheat, and mixed farming, and the proportion of enslaved people in the population was lower. In the Deep South cotton belt—South Carolina, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana—enslaved people often outnumbered whites, sometimes by large margins, and the economy was overwhelmingly devoted to the great staples of cotton and sugar. Sugar plantations in Louisiana were notorious as the harshest of all, places where the relentless labor of the harvest and the boiling houses consumed lives so quickly that planters spoke of being “sold down the river” as a sentence of death. The threat of sale southward into the cotton and sugar country hung over every enslaved family in the Upper South, and it was no idle threat: the domestic slave trade carried perhaps a million people from the Chesapeake and Carolinas into the Deep South in the half-century before the war, a forced migration larger than the original Atlantic crossing to the mainland colonies.

This trade was the engine of family destruction. Because the United States had banned the importation of enslaved people from abroad in 1808, the growth of the enslaved population thereafter came almost entirely from natural increase—and from the buying and selling of human beings within the country. Slave traders, despised even by many slaveholders yet essential to the system, assembled coffles of chained men, women, and children and marched or shipped them to the markets of New Orleans, Natchez, and Montgomery. There they were inspected like livestock—made to jump, to show their teeth, to display their scars or the absence of them—and sold to the highest bidder. Husbands were parted from wives, children from parents, with a finality that the law did nothing to prevent, because the law recognized no slave marriage and no slave family. The advertisements that survive, the testimony of the formerly enslaved, the ledgers of the traders themselves: all confirm that the breaking of families was not an occasional abuse but a routine feature of the business.

Against this system of total control, the enslaved built lives of astonishing resilience. They married in their own ceremonies, “jumping the broom,” and held those bonds sacred even though the law did not. They raised children, kept alive memories of Africa and of family, and forged a distinctive culture out of fragments—a faith that fused Christianity with older traditions and read the story of Exodus as a promise meant for them; spirituals whose coded language of crossing over Jordan spoke of both heaven and the North; folktales in which the weak outwitted the strong. They resisted in countless ways short of open revolt: breaking tools, feigning illness, working slowly, stealing food the masters called their own, and running away. Tens of thousands attempted escape; thousands succeeded, following the North Star and the secret network of the Underground Railroad to the free states and Canada. Outright rebellion was rarer, because it was nearly suicidal, but it was not unknown. Nat Turner’s revolt in Virginia in 1831 killed some sixty white people before it was crushed; the retribution that followed, with scores of Black people killed in reprisal, and the new laws restricting the movement and education of the enslaved, showed how deeply the fear of insurrection ran beneath the planters’ confident facade.

Not all white Southerners owned slaves—in fact, most did not. On the eve of the war, roughly a quarter of Southern white families held human property, and the great planters who owned fifty or a hundred or more were a tiny elite. The majority of white Southerners were yeoman farmers who worked their own land, often in the upcountry and the hills, and who owned few slaves or none. Why, then, did this non-slaveholding majority come to fight and die for a slaveholders’ republic? The answer lies partly in the web of kinship, credit, and aspiration that bound poorer whites to the planter class, and partly in the racial caste system that slavery underwrote. However poor a white man might be, slavery guaranteed that he stood above an entire race of people defined as property. The “wages of whiteness,” as later historians would call it, gave even the landless a stake in the system. White supremacy was the social glue that held an unequal society together, and the defense of slavery was, for many ordinary whites, the defense of their own place in a hierarchy that put them, at least, not at the bottom.

The planter elite, meanwhile, governed the South out of all proportion to its numbers. It dominated state legislatures, filled the South’s seats in Congress, and supplied a long line of presidents, Supreme Court justices, and cabinet officers. For most of the early republic’s history, the slaveholding interest effectively controlled the federal government, holding the presidency for roughly fifty of the seventy-two years between Washington’s inauguration and Lincoln’s. Through this control it secured the policies that protected slavery: the gag rule that for years prevented Congress from even discussing antislavery petitions, the fugitive slave laws, the aggressive expansion into new territory. The South was not a beleaguered minority for most of the antebellum period. It was, in national politics, the dominant partner.

To understand why this institution could not simply be legislated away, one has to understand how completely it had woven itself into the fabric of Southern life—not as an aberration at the edges of the economy but as the load-bearing wall of the whole structure. A useful analogy is to think of slavery not as a single thread in the Southern cloth but as the loom itself. Banks extended credit with enslaved people as collateral; a planter could mortgage a human being as easily as a Northern merchant mortgaged a warehouse, and the great financial houses of New York and London grew rich on the paper. Insurance companies wrote policies on the lives of the enslaved, hedging an owner’s investment against death. Ships built in Baltimore carried the cotton; mills in Lowell and Manchester spun it; the profits flowed back through a web of factors, brokers, and creditors that bound the free North and the enslaving South into a single economic organism. This is why the comfortable Northern belief that slavery was a purely Southern sin was itself a kind of evasion. The whole nation, and much of the industrialized world, had its hands in the cotton.

The daily reality of bondage resists summary because it varied so widely—between the great cotton plantations of the Mississippi Delta and the small farms where an owner and one or two enslaved families worked side by side, between the rice swamps of the Carolina lowcountry and the tobacco fields of the Chesapeake, between the field hand and the house servant and the skilled artisan hired out for wages that flowed to the master. But certain features held everywhere, and they are the features that no amount of later mythology can wash out. An enslaved person was property in the eyes of the law, and property has no rights. A marriage between enslaved people had no legal standing, which meant that the bond a man and woman made before God could be dissolved at any moment by a bill of sale. Children belonged to the mother’s owner and could be sold away as soon as they were old enough to survive without her—a practice so routine that traders spoke of “prime hands” and “breeding wenches” in the flat vocabulary of the stockyard. The whip was not an occasional cruelty but the ordinary instrument of labor discipline; overseers kept ledgers of lashes as a Northern foreman might keep a tally of output.

And yet the enslaved were never merely victims, and one of the great correctives of modern scholarship has been to recover the density of the world they built inside the walls of bondage. In the quarters, out of the owner’s sight, an entire culture flourished—of family ties fiercely maintained across sales and distances, of a Christianity that read Moses and the Exodus where the master’s preacher read only “servants, obey your masters,” of music that carried coded meanings and would one day give America the spiritual, the blues, and gospel. Resistance took a thousand forms short of the open revolt that the South dreaded and punished with ferocity. Tools were “accidentally” broken, work was slowed, illnesses were feigned, food was quietly taken from the master’s stores. Some ran—not always for the distant North, which for most was impossibly far, but into the swamps and woods for days or weeks, a bargaining tactic as much as an escape. The Underground Railroad, romanticized in later memory, was real and heroic but statistically small; the overwhelming majority of the enslaved could never reach it. Their resistance was the daily, grinding refusal to be reduced entirely to the thing the law said they were.

A misconception that deserves direct confrontation is the “moonlight and magnolias” image of the plantation as a genteel household where kindly masters looked after grateful dependents—an image the postwar South would work hard to enshrine. The documentary record obliterates it. Read the runaway advertisements, with their clinical descriptions of scars, brands, and iron collars, entered by the very owners who claimed to be benevolent. Read the testimony gathered from formerly enslaved people, including the interviews recorded in the 1930s while a few of the last survivors still lived, describing whippings, sexual violence, and the auction block in language that no paternalist fantasy can survive. Sexual exploitation was pervasive and largely unpunishable, since an enslaved woman could not testify against a white man and had no legal power to refuse; the visibly mixed-race population of the antebellum South was its silent, undeniable evidence. The “peculiar institution”—the very phrase was a Southern euphemism, a way of naming slavery without saying its name—was a system of exploitation total enough to reach into the most intimate corners of human life.

There is a tangible way to grasp the sheer weight of what cotton and slavery had become by 1860. In that year the American South produced roughly two-thirds of the entire world’s supply of cotton, and cotton alone made up well over half of all United States exports by value—more than everything else the nation sold abroad combined. The mills of Lancashire in England depended on Southern cotton for something like eighty percent of their supply, and hundreds of thousands of British workers drew their wages, ultimately, from the labor of the enslaved thousands of miles away. This was the calculation behind the swaggering Southern boast, uttered on the Senate floor by James Henry Hammond of South Carolina in 1858: “You dare not make war on cotton. No power on earth dares to make war upon it. Cotton is king.” Hammond believed that the economic indispensability of Southern cotton made the slave states untouchable, that the world could not do without them and therefore would never let them fall. It was a serious miscalculation, as the coming war would prove—but it was not an irrational one, and understanding why so many intelligent Southerners believed it is essential to understanding the confidence with which they eventually gambled everything on secession.

The institution’s reach extends into the present in ways Americans encounter daily without recognizing them. The wealth that slavery generated built universities, endowed banks, and financed the industrial takeoff of the nineteenth-century Atlantic world; institutions from Wall Street firms to Ivy League colleges have in recent years begun to reckon publicly with slavery-derived money in their own foundations. The geography of American poverty and prosperity still traces, with uncanny fidelity, the old cotton belt where the enslaved once labored. And the cultural inheritance is everywhere: the food, the music, the language, the churches born in the quarters are woven so deeply into American life that the nation could not extract them if it tried. Slavery was not a Southern footnote to the American story. It was one of its central engines, and the war that destroyed it was, in the deepest sense, a war over what kind of country the profits of that engine had built.

What changed, and what ultimately drove the South toward secession, was the dawning realization that this dominance was slipping away. The North was growing faster—in population, in industry, in railroads, in cities—drawing immigrants who settled in the free states and tilting the balance of the House of Representatives and the electoral college steadily against the South. As long as the number of slave and free states remained equal, the Senate could protect Southern interests. But every new free state threatened that equilibrium, and the West was filling with free-soil settlers who had no wish to compete with slave labor. The future, the planters could see, belonged to the North unless the South could expand slavery into the territories and admit new slave states to keep pace. The whole sectional conflict came down to this contest over the West. And the first great battle in that contest had been fought, and seemingly settled, a full forty years before Fort Sumter—over a territory called Missouri.




Chapter 3: Lines on the Map

In December 1819, the territory of Missouri applied to enter the Union as a state, and an old man who had helped found the republic felt the ground shift beneath it. Thomas Jefferson, in retirement at Monticello, wrote that the question “like a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I considered it at once as the knell of the Union.” The alarm seemed disproportionate to the occasion—one new state, far out on the Mississippi frontier—but Jefferson understood what was at stake. Missouri lay largely north of the line that had informally divided slave from free territory, yet it had been settled in part by slaveholders who intended to bring their human property with them. To admit it as a slave state would push the institution decisively northward and westward; to admit it as free would break the careful balance that had kept the peace. For the first time, the expansion of slavery had become a national crisis, and the alignment it produced—North against South, free against slave—was the alignment that would, four decades later, produce a war.

The arithmetic of the Senate was the heart of the matter. By 1819 the Union contained eleven free states and eleven slave states, giving each section twenty-two senators and a rough parity that allowed the South to block any legislation it found threatening. The House of Representatives, apportioned by population, had already tilted toward the more populous North. The Senate was therefore the South’s bulwark, and the admission of new states—each bringing two senators—would decide which section controlled it. Missouri’s application threatened to give the slave states a majority. The resulting deadlock paralyzed Congress for months, with Northern representatives insisting that Missouri be admitted only on condition that slavery be gradually abolished there, and Southern representatives denouncing any such condition as an unconstitutional assault on the rights of a sovereign state.

The deadlock was broken by the man who would spend the next thirty years brokering such bargains, the Kentuckian Henry Clay, the “Great Compromiser.” The solution, worked out in 1820, was a balancing act of elegant cynicism. Missouri would enter as a slave state. To preserve the equilibrium, the northern district of Massachusetts would be admitted simultaneously as the free state of Maine, keeping the count of slave and free states even. And for the future, a line was drawn across the rest of the Louisiana Purchase: the parallel of 36°30′, Missouri’s southern border extended westward. North of that line, slavery would be forever prohibited; south of it, it would be permitted. The Missouri Compromise, as it came to be called, did not resolve the underlying conflict. It merely partitioned the western territories between the two systems and postponed the reckoning. But it held, more or less, for a generation, and it established a principle that Northerners came to regard as sacred: that Congress had the power and the duty to keep slavery out of at least some of the territories.

For about a quarter of a century the line on the map kept an uneasy peace, and the country turned its energies westward and outward. But the very expansion that gave Americans their sense of boundless destiny kept reopening the wound. In the 1840s the doctrine of “Manifest Destiny”—the conviction that the United States was divinely ordained to spread across the continent—drove the annexation of Texas, a vast slaveholding republic that had broken away from Mexico, and then a war with Mexico itself. The Mexican War of 1846 to 1848 was a triumph of American arms and a catastrophe for American politics, because the immense territory it added—California, New Mexico, Arizona, and more—reopened the question the Missouri Compromise had seemed to close. Would slavery be allowed in the lands taken from Mexico?

The question was posed in its starkest form by an obscure Pennsylvania congressman named David Wilmot, who in 1846 attached to a war-funding bill a proviso stating that slavery should be prohibited in any territory acquired from Mexico. The Wilmot Proviso passed the House, where Northern numbers prevailed, but died in the Senate, where the South held firm. It never became law. Yet it transformed American politics, because it forced every politician to take a side and it revealed that the sectional division ran deeper than the party division. Northern Democrats and Northern Whigs increasingly voted together against the extension of slavery; Southern Democrats and Southern Whigs increasingly voted together to defend it. The old party system, which had organized politics around banks and tariffs and internal improvements, was beginning to crack along the fault line of slavery.

By 1850 the country faced its gravest crisis yet. California, its population swollen by the gold rush of 1849, applied to enter the Union as a free state, which would for the first time give the free states a majority in the Senate. The South recoiled; some Southern leaders began openly to speak of secession. Once again Henry Clay, now old and ill, rose in the Senate to propose a grand bargain, and once again the Senate’s titans gathered for what would be the last great debate of their generation. Clay, Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, and John C. Calhoun of South Carolina—Calhoun so frail that his final speech had to be read aloud for him as he sat wrapped in flannel, a dying man defending a dying cause—argued the future of the republic. Calhoun warned that the South could not remain in a Union that denied it equality in the territories; Webster, in his “Seventh of March” speech, pleaded for the Union “not as a Massachusetts man, nor as a Northern man, but as an American,” and supported compromise at the cost of his standing among antislavery men, who never forgave him.

The Compromise of 1850, finally pushed through by a younger senator from Illinois named Stephen A. Douglas after Clay’s omnibus approach failed, was a bundle of separate measures that gave each section something. California entered free. The territories of New Mexico and Utah were organized without restriction on slavery, their status to be decided by their settlers—a principle Douglas called “popular sovereignty.” The slave trade, though not slavery itself, was abolished in the District of Columbia. And to satisfy the South, Congress passed a new and draconian Fugitive Slave Act, which compelled federal officials and ordinary citizens throughout the North to assist in the capture and return of escaped slaves, denied the accused a jury trial or the right to testify, and imposed heavy penalties on anyone who aided an escape.

The genius and the tragedy of the great antebellum compromises lay in the same fact: they treated a moral question as a problem of geography, as if a line drawn on a map could contain a conflict that lived in the conscience. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 is the clearest example. When Missouri applied to enter the Union as a slave state, threatening to tip the even balance of eleven free and eleven slave states, the aging Thomas Jefferson wrote that the news came to him “like a fire bell in the night,” waking him with terror. The bargain that Henry Clay engineered admitted Missouri as a slave state, balanced it with free Maine carved out of Massachusetts, and drew a line at latitude 36°30′ across the remaining Louisiana Purchase—slavery permitted below it, forbidden above. It was hailed as a masterstroke of statesmanship, and in a narrow sense it was: it bought thirty years of quiet. But it also established the fatal principle that the Union’s survival depended on a perpetual arithmetic of slave states and free, a balance that every new acquisition of territory would threaten anew.

To feel why the balance mattered so intensely, one must understand the machinery of the Senate. In the House of Representatives, apportioned by population, the faster-growing North was pulling steadily ahead; by 1860 the free states held a commanding majority. But in the Senate, where each state received two votes regardless of size, an equal number of slave and free states meant the South could block any legislation it found threatening. The Senate was the South’s fortress, and the admission of each new state was a battle over whether that fortress would hold. This is why seemingly remote questions—the status of a territory most Americans would never see—could bring the nation to the edge of rupture. It was never really about Kansas or Missouri or New Mexico as places. It was about power, about which vision of America would command the machinery of the federal government as the country expanded toward the Pacific.

The Mexican War of 1846–48 detonated the whole arrangement by adding a vast new empire of land—California, the Southwest, the future states of a third of the continent—and reopening every question the Missouri line had supposedly settled. A little-known Pennsylvania congressman named David Wilmot proposed, in 1846, that slavery be barred from any territory won from Mexico. His Wilmot Proviso never became law, but it passed the House again and again on sectional rather than party lines, Northerners of both parties against Southerners of both, and in that ominous pattern contemporaries saw the shape of things to come. The old party system, in which Whigs and Democrats each drew support North and South, was the last great institution binding the sections together; when parties began to fracture along the Mason-Dixon line instead, the Union’s connective tissue was tearing. Wise heads saw it. “The word has been spoken,” said one observer of the Proviso debates, that would not be unspoken.

The Compromise of 1850 was the last of the great patches, and it is a study in how a settlement can resolve a crisis while planting the seeds of the next. Crafted again by the aging Henry Clay and pushed through by the rising Stephen Douglas, it admitted California as a free state, organized the other Mexican-cession territories without restriction on slavery, and—crucially—gave the South a ferocious new Fugitive Slave Act as the price of the bargain. That act would prove one of the most consequential miscalculations in American political history. Designed to satisfy the South, it instead radicalized the North, because it reached directly into free communities and demanded that ordinary Northerners become slave-catchers. It denied accused fugitives a jury trial or the right to testify; it paid the commissioners who heard the cases more for a ruling of enslavement than for freedom; it made aiding an escapee a federal crime. Suddenly the abstract distant sin of slavery had a face on a Boston street, in the person of a man being dragged back to bondage past the very cradle of the American Revolution.

The human consequences made the law hated. In 1854 the arrest of Anthony Burns, an escaped enslaved man, in Boston required federal troops, a revenue cutter, and a march through streets lined with citizens hissing and draped in black, at a cost to the government of tens of thousands of dollars, to return a single human being to slavery. Watching it, the mild-mannered manufacturer Amos Lawrence said that Bostonians “went to bed one night old-fashioned, conservative, Compromise Union Whigs and waked up stark mad Abolitionists.” That is the reaction the compromise produced in the very region it was meant to placate. Meanwhile Harriet Beecher Stowe, appalled by the law, sat down to write a novel; Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, sold three hundred thousand copies in its first year in America and over a million in Britain, and put the human suffering of slavery before an audience that political tracts could never reach. When Stowe was later introduced to Lincoln, he is said—perhaps apocryphally, but tellingly—to have called her “the little lady who made this great war.”

The deeper lesson of the compromises is one that echoes through every era of politics: that some conflicts cannot be split down the middle, because they concern not competing interests to be balanced but incompatible principles that cannot both be honored. A line on a map can divide territory; it cannot divide a truth. Each compromise assumed that slavery was a bargainable interest, like a tariff rate or a bank charter, and each therefore failed, because for a growing number of Americans—Black and white, Northern and Southern—it had become a question of right and wrong that no arithmetic could settle. The politicians who kept drawing lines were not fools; they were buying time, and time is not nothing. But they were also, without meaning to, teaching the country that the Union itself was negotiable, a thing to be preserved by ever-larger concessions to slavery—until a generation arose, in the new Republican Party, that refused to concede any further. The map was running out of lines to draw.

The Fugitive Slave Act, intended to calm the South, instead inflamed the North as nothing before had. It brought the brutality of slavery directly into Northern communities, turning free-state citizens into unwilling agents of the slave catcher. Northerners who had been content to ignore a distant institution now watched as men and women were seized in their own towns—some of them long-settled free people, some of them genuine fugitives who had built new lives—and dragged south in chains. Mobs formed to rescue captives; states passed “personal liberty laws” to obstruct the federal commissioners; and a Connecticut-born schoolteacher named Harriet Beecher Stowe, appalled by the law, sat down to write a novel. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, sold three hundred thousand copies in its first year and became the best-selling novel of the century, putting a human face on slavery for millions of Northern readers and hardening the moral lines of the conflict. Legend has it that when Lincoln met Stowe during the war, he greeted her as “the little lady who made this great war.” The story is probably apocryphal, but it captures a truth: the Compromise of 1850 had not settled the question. It had only loaded the gun. And in 1854, a senator from Illinois would pull the trigger by reopening the very line that the Missouri Compromise had drawn, plunging the territory of Kansas into a small and savage war that was the rehearsal for the great one to come.




Chapter 4: Bleeding Kansas

On the night of May 24, 1856, in a settlement along Pottawatomie Creek in eastern Kansas, a grim, gray-bearded man named John Brown led a small party—four of his sons among them—to the cabins of several proslavery settlers. They called the men out into the dark, one household after another, and killed five of them with broadswords, hacking them to death in front of their families. Brown believed he was an instrument of God’s judgment, avenging the recent sack of the free-soil town of Lawrence and the spilling of antislavery blood. The Pottawatomie massacre was an act of cold butchery, and it horrified even many opponents of slavery. But it was not an aberration. It was a symptom of a territory that had descended into open warfare over the single question that was tearing the nation apart: would Kansas be slave or free? The country had a name for what was happening there. They called it Bleeding Kansas, and it was the Civil War in miniature, fought four years before Fort Sumter.

The bloodshed in Kansas was the direct consequence of a law passed in Washington in 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and of the ambitions of the man who wrote it, Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois. Douglas was the most dynamic politician of his generation, a short, barrel-chested, hard-driving man known as the “Little Giant,” and he wanted two things that the Kansas-Nebraska Act was meant to serve. He wanted a transcontinental railroad with its eastern terminus in Chicago, which required organizing the territories west of Missouri and Iowa so the line could run through them. And he wanted to hold together a Democratic Party increasingly strained by the slavery question, which required finding a formula that both sections could accept. His solution was popular sovereignty—the same principle applied in the Compromise of 1850—by which the settlers of each territory would decide for themselves whether to permit slavery.

The trouble was that the territories in question, Kansas and Nebraska, both lay north of the 36°30′ line, where the Missouri Compromise had banned slavery forever. To apply popular sovereignty there, Douglas had to repeal the Missouri Compromise outright, throwing open to slavery land that had been closed to it for thirty-four years. He knew the repeal would, in his own words, “raise a hell of a storm,” and he was right. To Northerners of every party, the Missouri line was a solemn national compact, and its repeal was a betrayal—proof that the “Slave Power,” as they were beginning to call the planter interest, would stop at nothing to extend its domain. The political consequences were immediate and enormous. The Whig Party, already weakened, collapsed entirely under the strain, unable to hold its Northern and Southern wings together. Out of its wreckage and from antislavery Democrats and others, a new party arose almost overnight, organized around a single principle: opposition to the extension of slavery into the territories. They called themselves Republicans, and within six years one of them would be president.

But the immediate consequence of Kansas-Nebraska was the rush to settle Kansas itself, because under popular sovereignty the territory’s future would be decided by whoever could plant the most voters there. From the free states, emigrant aid societies organized and financed antislavery settlers, sending them west with rifles—“Beecher’s Bibles,” they were called, after the abolitionist preacher Henry Ward Beecher, who declared that a Sharps rifle was a greater moral agency in Kansas than a Bible. From Missouri, just across the border, proslavery “Border Ruffians” poured into the territory, not to settle but to vote and intimidate. The territorial elections were a fraud on a massive scale; thousands of armed Missourians crossed the line to cast illegal ballots, electing a proslavery legislature that promptly enacted a brutal slave code making it a crime even to question the legality of slavery in the territory. The free-state settlers refused to recognize this government, organized their own at Topeka, and Kansas found itself with two rival governments, two constitutions, and a population arming itself for civil war.

The violence escalated through 1855 and 1856. Proslavery forces sacked Lawrence, the free-state stronghold, destroying its printing presses and burning the hotel. Brown’s Pottawatomie killings followed in retaliation. Bands of armed men—free-state “Jayhawkers” and proslavery “Bushwhackers”—raided, burned, and murdered across the territory; perhaps two hundred people died in the guerrilla fighting. The federal government, controlled by a Southern-leaning administration, recognized the fraudulent proslavery legislature and tried to force its handiwork, the proslavery Lecompton Constitution, through Congress as the basis for Kansas statehood. The attempt failed, but only after a bitter struggle that split the Democratic Party itself, when Douglas—to his lasting credit and at great cost to his standing in the South—broke with the administration and opposed the Lecompton fraud as a violation of the very popular sovereignty he had championed. Kansas would eventually enter the Union as a free state, but not until 1861, after the Southern senators who had blocked it had left to form the Confederacy.

The bleeding in Kansas was not confined to the prairie. On May 22, 1856—two days before Brown’s massacre—violence erupted in the very chamber of the United States Senate. Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, one of the most uncompromising antislavery men in Congress, had delivered a long, deliberately insulting speech titled “The Crime Against Kansas,” in which he heaped scorn on the South and singled out for mockery an elderly South Carolina senator, Andrew Butler, whom he accused of taking “the harlot, Slavery,” as his mistress. Two days later, Butler’s young kinsman, Representative Preston Brooks of South Carolina, walked into the Senate chamber, approached Sumner at his desk, and beat him senseless with a heavy gutta-percha cane, striking blow after blow until the cane shattered and Sumner lay bloody and unconscious on the floor. The attack crystallized the sectional divide as perfectly as any single event could. In the North, Sumner became a martyr to free speech and free soil; it took him three years to recover, and his empty Senate seat stood as a reproach. In the South, Brooks became a hero; admirers sent him dozens of new canes to replace the broken one, some inscribed with mottoes like “Hit him again.” When the two sections drew such opposite lessons from the same brutal act, the space for compromise was narrowing toward nothing.

Kansas mattered out of all proportion to its dusty, sparsely settled reality because it was the place where the abstraction of “popular sovereignty” collided with the flesh-and-blood question of who would actually show up, vote, and fight. Stephen Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 had repealed the sacred Missouri Compromise line and declared that the settlers of each territory would decide the slavery question for themselves. It sounded democratic, even elegant. In practice it turned Kansas into a prize to be seized by whichever side could pour in the most bodies fastest, and it converted a legislative debate into a race, and then into a brawl. Douglas had expected his formula to defuse the slavery question by removing it from Congress; instead he had handed both sides a starter’s pistol and pointed them at the same empty plain.

What followed reads less like the orderly settlement of a territory than like the opening skirmishes of the war itself, which in a real sense it was. From Missouri came the “Border Ruffians,” proslavery men who crossed the line by the thousands on election days to stuff ballot boxes at gunpoint—in one 1855 election, more votes were cast than there were legal voters in the entire territory. From New England came settlers financed by the Emigrant Aid Company, shipped west with Bibles and, notoriously, with Sharps rifles that abolitionist preacher Henry Ward Beecher blessed so enthusiastically the weapons became known as “Beecher’s Bibles.” Two rival governments sprang up, one proslavery at Lecompton, one free-state at Topeka, each claiming legitimacy, neither recognizing the other. When proslavery forces sacked the free-state town of Lawrence in May 1856, burning the hotel and wrecking the printing presses, the violence had a grim theatrical quality—but the guns were real, and men were beginning to die.

The name that emerges from Bleeding Kansas with the most terrible force is John Brown, and his appearance here is essential to understanding the road to war, because Brown was the man who dragged the conflict across the line from politics into blood. A grim, Bible-soaked abolitionist who believed himself an instrument of a wrathful God, Brown responded to the sack of Lawrence by leading a party—including four of his sons—to a settlement on Pottawatomie Creek, where over one night in May 1856 they dragged five proslavery settlers from their cabins and hacked them to death with broadswords. It was cold-blooded murder, and it horrified even many who shared Brown’s cause. But it announced a new logic: that slavery was a state of war already, and that its opponents were entitled to answer violence with violence. Kansas descended into months of guerrilla raids and reprisals, and the phrase “Bleeding Kansas,” coined by Horace Greeley’s New-York Tribune, carried the news east that the great American argument had begun to be settled with rifles and blades.

The violence was not confined to the prairie; it reached into the very chamber of the United States Senate, in a scene that shocked the nation precisely because it happened at the symbolic heart of orderly government. In May 1856, Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts delivered a blistering speech, “The Crime Against Kansas,” that included pointed personal mockery of the elderly South Carolina senator Andrew Butler. Butler’s cousin, Congressman Preston Brooks, decided that Southern honor demanded satisfaction—not a duel, which one offered only to a social equal, but a beating, which one administered to an inferior. Brooks walked into the Senate chamber, approached Sumner at his desk, and beat him senseless with a heavy gutta-percha cane, striking again and again until the cane shattered and Sumner, trapped by his bolted-down desk, wrenched it from the floor and collapsed in blood. The reaction was itself a measure of how far the sections had drifted apart: Northerners were appalled, and Sumner’s empty Senate seat became a monument to Southern barbarism; Southerners cheered Brooks as a hero and mailed him dozens of replacement canes, some inscribed “Hit him again.” One assault, two nations reading it two ways.

There is a tangible detail that captures the strangeness of this moment better than any generalization: it took Sumner three years to recover enough to return to full duty in the Senate, and throughout those years Massachusetts refused to fill his seat, leaving the desk conspicuously empty as a silent rebuke. Meanwhile the “Beecher’s Bibles” reveal how thoroughly the language of religion and the machinery of violence had fused in the American mind; the same New England pulpits that preached the Sermon on the Mount were now, in effect, running guns to Kansas. Both sides believed God was with them, and that certainty—on the prairie, in the Senate, in the pulpits—was steadily dissolving the shared assumptions on which any peaceful settlement would have had to rest. When men on both sides become convinced that their opponents are not merely wrong but wicked, and that God commands them to resist, the space for compromise narrows toward zero.

Bleeding Kansas is often taught as a preliminary bout, a warm-up for the main event, and in a sense it was. But it was more than that: it was the moment when large numbers of Americans, North and South, first accepted in their hearts that the slavery question might have to be settled by force. It gave John Brown his rehearsal and his notoriety, setting the stage for the raid on Harpers Ferry that would come three years later. It destroyed the old party system’s last pretense of holding the sections together and midwifed the new Republican Party, born in 1854 in direct response to the Kansas-Nebraska Act and dedicated to halting slavery’s westward march. And it taught a generation of young men that the argument of their fathers had become a fight—one that a growing number of them expected, with dread or with grim anticipation, to have to finish themselves.

By the end of 1856, the alignments of the coming war were nearly complete. A sectional, antislavery party, the Republicans, had arisen in the North and run its first presidential candidate, the explorer John C. Frémont, who carried eleven free states and lost only because the Democrat James Buchanan held the South and enough of the lower North. The Democratic Party was straining at its seams. The South was increasingly convinced that the North meant to destroy slavery and with it the Southern way of life; the North was increasingly convinced that a grasping Slave Power was bent on dominating the entire republic. Both convictions contained enough truth to be dangerous. What was needed to push the country over the edge was not an argument but a series of shocks—a Supreme Court decision that seemed to nationalize slavery, a raid that seemed to confirm the South’s deepest fears, and an election that would finally break the bonds of Union. The first of these shocks came from the highest court in the land, in the case of an enslaved man named Dred Scott who had sued for his freedom—and lost in a way that stunned the nation.




Chapter 5: Dred Scott and the Crisis of the 1850s

Dred Scott was a man who wanted to be free, and he had what seemed a reasonable case. Enslaved in Missouri, he had been taken by his owner, an army surgeon, to live for years in the free state of Illinois and the free territory of Wisconsin, where slavery was barred by the Missouri Compromise. By a long-established legal principle—“once free, always free”—residence on free soil was widely held to confer freedom that could not be revoked by a return to a slave state. When his owner died, Scott, with the help of antislavery lawyers, sued for the freedom of himself, his wife Harriet, and their two daughters, arguing that their years on free soil had made them free. The case wound through the courts for eleven years until it reached the Supreme Court of the United States, and on March 6, 1857, two days after the inauguration of President James Buchanan, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney delivered a decision that did not merely deny Scott his freedom but sought to settle the entire sectional conflict in favor of the South—and in doing so brought the country measurably closer to war.

Taney, a Marylander and former slaveholder, eighty years old and bitterly devoted to the Southern cause, could have disposed of the case narrowly. He chose instead to write an opinion of breathtaking ambition, reaching conclusions that went far beyond what the case required. He held, first, that Dred Scott could not sue in federal court at all, because Black people—whether enslaved or free—were not and could never be citizens of the United States. The framers of the Constitution, Taney wrote, had regarded Black people as “beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race,” with “no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” This was a sweeping declaration of perpetual exclusion, denying citizenship not only to the enslaved but to the hundreds of thousands of free Black Americans who paid taxes, owned property, and in some Northern states even voted. It read the Black population permanently out of the American political community.

Taney did not stop there. Having ruled that Scott had no standing to sue, the Court could have ended the matter. Instead it pressed on to the explosive question of slavery in the territories, and held that Congress had no constitutional power to prohibit slavery in any federal territory. The Missouri Compromise, which had banned slavery north of 36°30′ for thirty-seven years, was therefore unconstitutional and had always been so—void from the moment of its passage. Enslaved property, the Court reasoned, was protected by the Fifth Amendment like any other property, and Congress could no more bar a man from bringing his slaves into a territory than it could bar him from bringing his horses. At a stroke, the central plank of the entire antislavery movement—the conviction that Congress could and should keep slavery out of the West—was declared a violation of the Constitution.
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