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“This is magic…. I was swept away, feeling as if I had never heard the saga before…. Accounts of the Civil War usually sacrifice either detail to narrative flow, or narrative to detail. Mr. McPherson does neither…. This is historical writing of the highest order.”

The New York Times Book Review




“Absolutely brilliant…. The finest single volume on the war and its background. Battle Cry of Freedom is a beautifully written narrative.”

The Washington Post Book World




“Splendid…. Looks like the standard for the next three decades.”

Newsweek




“A vivid portrait of antebellum America…. McPherson seems to have picked out the richest of the copiously rich Civil War material…. It must surely be, of the 50,000 books written on the Civil War, the finest compression of that national paroxysm ever fitted between two covers.”

Los Angeles Times




“Brisk, lively, even at times tart…. Grant, Lee, Sherman, Jeb Stuart, Stonewall Jackson, so many others: an American military pantheon. McPherson does his starry cast justice. He brings to vivid life not just commanding officers, but enlisted men, politicians, Abolitionists, Southern fire-eaters, Northern barnburners, Copperheads, Know-Nothings.”

The Boston Sunday Globe




“McPherson handles all… with a beautifully organized, compelling narrative and prose whose occasional leap into modern ebullience should captivate a new generation of Civil War readers.”

Chicago Tribune




“This is an epic story told in epic style, written in clear, luminous prose…. A zesty, meaty intellectual feast that will nourish and satisfy the reader.”

The Houston Post




“Exhaustively researched, written with skill and assurance…. This book may not be superseded in our time.”

Newsday
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Is Blood Thicker Than Water?

James M. McPherson is best known for his classic work on the American Civil War, The Battle Cry of Freedom, which won the Pulitzer Prize for non-fiction. He is also the author of many other books on the subject, including Ordeal By Fire, The Atlas of The Civil War, Marching Toward Freedom and The Abolitionist Legacy. He is a professor in the Department of History at Princeton University.
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CHAPTER ONE:
A TALE OF TWO NATIONS

THIS IS THE STORY of a geographically large country in North America with a federal form of government. The population of this country considered themselves to be two distinct peoples, each concentrated mostly in a discrete region, with conflicting interests that threatened to divide them into separate nations. What held them together in the early years was a shared fear of domination by another country. As the decades passed, the people in one region remained mostly rural and agricultural, conservative in their cultural and religious outlook, with minimal educational facilities that served the elite but left many of the rest illiterate. The other region diversified its economy, established a flourishing system of education that created almost universal literacy, built an impressive transportation infrastructure, experienced growing urbanization, and attracted most of the large number of immigrants who entered the country to gain the benefits of its dynamic economy. As a consequence, this region grew in population, prosperity, and cultural diversity faster than the other region, which saw its share of the national population gradually shrink from half to little more than a quarter.

These developments kindled the smouldering tensions that had always existed between the two peoples. Bankers, investors, and industrialists in the more modernized region gained control of sectors of the other’s economy. Cultural leaders in the more advanced region disparaged the backwardness of those in the other. The increasingly multicultural society of the majority population, which had expanded into a continent-wide affiliation of like-minded regions, provoked a fierce defensive response in the other, which closed ranks in an aggressive reaffirmation of its distinct society. A not-so-quiet revolution of cultural and economic nationalism emerged in the minority region to modernize its economy, improve its educational system, raise the consciousness and self-confidence of its people, and liberate them from a self-perceived colonial subordination to the majority and make them masters in their own house.

Political power became a weapon in the minority’s effort to consolidate its distinctiveness in its home region and protect its status in the larger federation. At home a militant regional party enacted restrictive legislation against those suspected of identifying with the majority in the rest of the country. This legislation had the effect of forcing many within the minority region to emigrate — a consequence not unwelcome to those who intended to become masters in their own house.

So long as the minority region remained in the national federation, however, its people continued to fear a threat from without to their distinct society within. To ward off this threat, they turned to coalition politics and a quest for constitutional reform at the federal level. Over a period of several decades, a majority of voters in the minority region combined with fluctuating pluralities of voters in other regions, and they won control of the federal government most of the time for more than half a century. During much of that time, a political leader from the minority region was head of the federal government. As the not-so-quiet revolution of consciousness raising accelerated in the minority region, the federal government under this party leaned over backwards to accommodate many of the demands from the minority region to protect its special interests.

These accommodations did not go far enough for some leaders in the minority region, whose decreasing proportion of the national population created something of a siege mentality. Many residents of this region became convinced that, if they were to remain masters in their own house, they must take that house out of the national federation; the two peoples must become two nations. As a step in that direction — or perhaps as a step to forestall it from happening, depending on one’s point of view — a political leader in the minority region proposed a form of sovereignty association in which the minority and majority regions would each exercise a separate sovereignty over most matters of domestic concern within its borders.

This proposal did not win majority support even in the minority region. But the fall-out from divisive debates about it increased the efforts of federal leaders to come up with political and constitutional compromises to assuage the fears and demands of the minority region in order to deter its secession. The main result of these efforts was a further polarization of the country. The proposed compromises did not go far enough to placate the minority section and went much too far for many voters elsewhere. A growing hostility towards recognition of a distinct society in the minority region and the granting of special favours to it fuelled a political backlash in the rest of the country, especially in areas the most distant from the minority region. A new party was born in those distant areas and quickly forged into mainstream status, virtually destroying two other parties. Two last-ditch proposals for constitutional compromises to avert a pending split into two nations went down to defeat. A majority in the rest of the country made it clear that they were willing to risk the secession of the minority region rather than concede to its demands for more powers. The nation seemed on the brink of meltdown.

In 1861, it did melt down. I have been describing the history of the United States from its founding to the secession of Southern States in 1860–61. Any resemblance to the history of Canada is more than coincidental. There are striking parallels in the experiences of these two North American nations, though one must be careful not to push the analogy too far. The chief difference, of course, lies in the causes of Québécois and Southern separatism: language and culture in one case; slavery in the other. And, while the United States was formed of a voluntary union between Free and Slave States, the forerunner of Canada was formed of the conquest of one people by another. Nevertheless, the British North America Act creating the Dominion of Canada in 1867 gave birth to a tradition of two coequal founding peoples united voluntarily in a
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