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Introduction

The term “antebellum” means “before the war,” and to most, Antebellum refers to the period in American history before the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861. Some historians believe that the Antebellum period began in 1789 after the Constitution was adopted, although others feel that it started with the War of 1812. Whatever the starting date, the era saw the country beginning its philosophical divide between those who believed that slavery was a legitimate practice and those who felt that owning slaves was a moral sin.

When the American colonies became a country, they shared an agricultural identity, but economic trends quickly altered after the start of the nineteenth century. The North responded to the onset of the Industrial Revolution, and manufacturing became a profitable commercial foundation for the vibrant American economy. In the South, as cotton became an increasingly profitable crop, plantations were the South’s equivalent of factories. The invention of the cotton gin (or cotton engine) by Eli Whitney enabled advances in the processing of the fiber. Meanwhile, the invention of the sewing machine and power looms created even more markets for cotton.

In 1803, the lands bought in the Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the country and inspired Americans to believe that their Manifest Destiny was to be a country from the Atlantic to the Pacific Coast. Land was cheap and plantation owners took swift advantage of the bargain prices; after the Indian Removal Act of 1830, even more land was available. Now, it was even financially feasible for nonaffluent white farmers to own and farm land. In order for the plantations to meet the demand for cotton in the North and abroad, more slaves were needed. Economically speaking, slaves presented an ideal labor force as they had no rights, couldn’t seek employment elsewhere, and couldn’t demand more money. Indeed, they could not demand wages at all. The children born into slavery guaranteed an endless source of new labor to keep the plantation lifestyle going.

While the profits were coming along, Southerners did not need to pay heed to two major problems. One was the condition of the land; overfarming was robbing the rich soil of its nutrients. The other, far graver and direr, was the social burden of slavery, an economic system which required that African Americans could be bought and sold at the whim and will of their owners. Southerners, unaware of how much their dependence upon slavery was sabotaging their futures, were fiercely protective whenever the institution was criticized. As the North branched out in more industry, the South left its fate in the hands of the cotton fields. This meant that the South depended upon the slave labor that was used to harvest cotton.

The word “antebellum” often conjures up images of Southern belles in hoop skirts, cotton plantations, and a life that was lived in a very different manner below the Mason-Dixon line. Yet the Civil War, which exploded from a simmering pot of unresolved geographical and political issues into a scalding cauldron of secession and bloodshed, was anything but picturesque, and the decades before the North and South split into two separate countries was anything but tranquil. In fact, the nation’s pre-war history was a political headache. There were violent altercations in Congress and desperate deal-making as new territories entered the Union, requiring decisions on whether they should permit slavery in their borders or ban it. Wise and discerning though the Founding Fathers had been, they were unable to devise a solution that would prevent the divisive issue of slavery from bringing the country to war.

The Antebellum Era did its best to postpone the Civil War as long as possible. Statesmen such as Daniel Webster, Henry Clay, and John C. Calhoun labored to craft legislation that would keep the balance between slavery and its abolition. They could not prevent the war from eventually breaking out; no one could do that. The seams of the nation were destined to be torn apart over an issue which demanded resolution. But what the Antebellum Era did do, while staving off war for the time being, was to nurture the development of American advances in social reform, technology, transportation, and national prosperity.

Historian Charles R. Morris has noted that it was the first half of the nineteenth century that launched the post-Civil War economic and industrial boom. By the time of the 1820s, the United States was the world’s most productive manufacturer of goods. After the War of 1812 and the Americans’ second victory over the British, industrialization saw the spread of the mills of New England, iron centers showed up in Pennsylvania, and forges appeared around the Great Lakes. The entrepreneurial spirit blended with the expansion into the Midwest, opening up more lands for growth.

It may have seemed as though the nation was torn into pieces by the Civil War, but when the war ended and peace returned, the pieces were ready to be picked back up and put together again. America was scarred by its war, but it was not broken.


Chapter One

Half-Slave, Half-Free: The United States in the Antebellum Era

“Slavery is such an atrocious debasement of human nature, that its very extirpation, if not performed with solicitous care, may sometimes open a source of serious evils.”

—Benjamin Franklin

When the 13 colonies forged a new identity as the United States of America, the political leaders knew that they were participating in a bold new experiment. Instead of tradition, they would have enterprise. Instead of a monarchy, they would have a republic. Instead of religious wars, they would have freedom of faith. The free fresh air of the New World would engender a new model of man, one born to freedom and opportunity.

It was a noble concept. Yet the new country retained, from the beginning, the seeds of discord which would eventually, despite decades of compromise and legislative deal-making, tear the nation asunder. Slavery, which had been part of the colonial heritage almost from the beginning, would grow and spread through the colonies until it became a bitter source of enmity between the North, which had become strongly abolitionist in outlook, and the South, which relied upon slavery as a foundation of its economy.

The division between the philosophies mirrored the differences between the regions. The Virginians were the aristocracy of the political realm as the young United States, newly formed from 13 disparate colonies, sought to meld into one cohesive unit. Of the first seven presidents—George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, John Quincy Adams, and Andrew Jackson—all but the Adamses were Southerners. Of those Southerners, four were Virginians. Adams, father and son, were from Massachusetts, and those geographic credentials would in many ways define the factions which would lead the charge of slavery










Conclusion

The president who would break the logjam between the diametrical opposition of the North and South, Abraham Lincoln, came from neither region. He was a westerner, mocked for his country ways and frontier antecedents, scorned by the established political veterans who did not see how the unpolished novice could possibly manage so dire a situation. They doubted his skills, disdained his vision, and for his first term in office, he was reviled almost as much by the North as he was despised by the South. No one seemed to be able to read this enigmatic, eloquent man whose election had been the linchpin that severed the Union in half.

Lincoln opposed slavery but did not intend to fight to end it; nonetheless, upon news of his victory in the election of 1860, Southern states moved to secede from the Union, convinced that Lincoln would deprive them of their way of life. They misread the man. He did not want to start a war to free the slaves, but he would not allow the states to leave the Union even though their interpretation of the Constitution convinced them that they were perfectly entitled to do so.

Because he would fight to keep the states in the Union, Lincoln’s battle plan eventually encompassed the abolition of slavery. His Emancipation Proclamation—which did not go into effect until January 1, 1863, a pivotal year in the Civil War—changed the legal status of over 3.5 million slaves, making them free. If a slave was able to flee from Confederate authority, there was no federal Fugitive Slave Law to return the man or woman to the Southerner who had owned the slave. The Emancipation Proclamation stymied Southern hopes of gaining allies abroad to support the Civil War; the South had been wooing Great Britain to declare an alliance with the Confederate States of America, but after the Proclamation, Great Britain would not renege on its own opposition to slavery.

For some, the fight against slavery gave the Civil War a purpose that it had hitherto lacked; for others, prejudice against the enslaved peoples and their race only increased. The Civil War gave African Americans their freedom, but it could not liberate the hateful hearts of those who would rather see them in bondage.

The Antebellum Era, a rich period of time in American history when the country’s conscience and ingenuity alike were awakened, is too often neglected when the character of the nation is assessed. The United States went from a rural land of agricultural prosperity, marred by the integration of slavery as a cornerstone of the South’s economic structure, to a dynamic commercial powerhouse in a short time. The expansion of land west of the Mississippi River brought new opportunities and new challenges, which in turn spawned greater problems. Although the rise of industry and the refinement of transportation brought commercial success, that success was accompanied by a rise in nationalism and a conviction that the new arrivals to the country—those who came to work in the factories and mills because they were seeking a better life—did not belong because they were different. Nativism became a disfiguring birthmark on the features of the nation, one which remains a burning issue.

And yet, accompanying the ugliness of prejudice was a rise in the reform movement, much of it led by women who, despite being disenfranchised and belittled for the assumed weakness of their sex, found their voice in a crusade to heal the nation’s ills. From female engagement in the abolition movement, perhaps most vividly displayed by the success of the female author Harriet Beecher Stowe’s publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, to the campaign for women’s rights, the ladies proved that they would not be forgotten, as Abigail Adams had warned her husband not to do when he went off to join the committee assigned to write the Declaration of Independence. The movement for women’s right to vote would not accomplish its goal until the twentieth century, but the women did not give up despite the obstacles in their path.

For freed slaves, liberty was a mixed blessing. Some went north for jobs, finding that they were resented still by Northerners for taking their jobs. In the South, former slaves found that constitutional amendments guaranteeing them the rights that they were promised did not render them equal to those whose white skin simply found another way to keep the black man in subjugation.

The fight is not over. That it continues to be fought reflects upon the vitality of the American determination to build a better society, and perhaps that is the synopsis for the innovations brought about by the Antebellum Era.

