
1861 Civil War begins at Fort Sumter
First Battle of Bull Run

1862 Forts Henry and Donelson
captured

Monitor v. Merrimac sea battle

Battle of Shiloh

Seven Days’ Campaign

Second Battle of Bull Run

Battle at Antietam

Battle at Fredricksburg

Union Pacific and Central
Pacific chartered

1863 Emancipation Proclamation

Homestead Act

New York draft riots

Battle at Gettysburg

Battle at Vicksburg

Lincoln introduces his Ten-
Percent Plan

1864 General Grant begins a war of
attrition

Wade-Davis Bill

General Sherman marches to
the sea

1865 Thirteenth Amendment

Union capture of Richmond

General Lee surrenders
to Grant at Appomattox
Courthouse

Lincoln assassinated

1866 Ex parte Milligan ruling

C H A P T E R 1 4



A New Birth o f Freedom:
The C iv i l War, 186 1–1865

Departure of the 7th Regiment, a lithograph from 1861 illustrating the departure of
a unit of the New York State militia for service in the Civil War. A contemporary writer
captured the exuberant spirit of the early days of the war: “New York was certainly
raving mad with excitement. The ladies laughed, smiled, sighed, sobbed, and wept.
The men cheered and shouted as never men cheered and shouted before.”
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ike hundreds of thousands of other Americans, Marcus M. Spiegel
volunteered in 1861 to fight in the Civil War. Born into a Jewish
family in Germany in 1829, Spiegel took part in the failed German
revolution of 1848. In the following year he emigrated to Ohio,
where he married the daughter of a local farmer. When the Civil War
broke out, the nation’s 150,000 Jews represented less than 1 percent

of the total population. But Spiegel shared wholeheartedly in American
patriotism. He went to war, he wrote to his brother-in-law, to defend “the
flag that was ever ready to protect you and me and every one who sought
its protection from oppression.”

Spiegel rose to the rank of colonel in the 120th Ohio Infantry and saw
action in Virginia, Mississippi, and Louisiana. He corresponded frequently
with his wife, Caroline. “I have seen and learned much,” he wrote in 1863.
“I have seen men dying of disease and mangled by the weapons of death; I
have witnessed hostile armies arrayed against each other, the charge of
infantry, [and] cavalry hunting men down like beasts.” But he never
wavered in his commitment to the “glorious cause” of preserving the
Union and its heritage of freedom.

What one Pennsylvania recruit called “the magic word Freedom” shaped
how many Union soldiers understood the conflict. The war’s purpose,
wrote Samuel McIlvaine, a sergeant from Indiana, was to preserve the
American nation as “the beacon light of liberty and freedom to the
human race.” But as the war progressed, prewar understandings of liberty
gave way to something new. Millions of northerners who had not been
abolitionists became convinced that preserving the Union as an
embodiment of liberty required the destruction of slavery.

Marcus Spiegel’s changing views mirrored the transformation of a
struggle to save the Union into a war to end slavery. Spiegel was an ardent
Democrat. He shared the era’s racist attitudes and thought Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation a serious mistake. Yet as the Union army
penetrated the heart of the Deep South, Spiegel became increasingly
opposed to slavery. “Since I am here,” he wrote to his wife from Louisiana
in January 1864, “I have learned and seen . . . the horrors of slavery. You
know it takes me long to say anything that sounds antidemocratic
[opposed to Democratic Party policies], but . . . never hereafter will I either
speak or vote in favor of slavery.”

Marcus Spiegel was killed in a minor engagement in Louisiana in May
1864, one of 620,000 Americans to perish in the Civil War.

• Why is the Civil War con-
sidered the first modern
war?
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T H E F I R S T M O D E R N WA R

The American Civil War is often called the first modern war. Never before
had mass armies confronted each other on the battlefield with the deadly
weapons created by the industrial revolution. The resulting casualties
dwarfed anything in the American experience. Beginning as a battle of
army versus army, the war became a conflict of society against society, in
which the distinction between military and civilian targets often disap-
peared. In a war of this kind, the effectiveness of political leadership, the
ability to mobilize economic resources, and a society’s willingness to keep
up the fight despite setbacks are as crucial to the outcome as success or fail-
ure on individual battlefields.
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By the time secession ran its course, eleven
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T H E T W O C O M B A T A N T S

Almost any comparison between Union and Confederacy seemed to favor
the Union. The population of the North and the loyal border slave states
numbered 22 million in 1860, while only 9 million persons lived in the
Confederacy, 3.5 million of them slaves. In manufacturing, railroad
mileage, and financial resources, the Union far outstripped its opponent.
On the other hand, the Union confronted by far the greater task. To restore
the shattered nation, it had to invade and conquer an area larger than west-
ern Europe. Confederate soldiers were highly motivated fighters defending
their homes and families. Like Washington’s forces during the American
Revolution, southern armies could lose most of the battles and still win the
war if their opponent tired of the struggle. “No people,” Confederate general
P. G. T. Beauregard later claimed, “ever warred for independence with more
relative advantages than the Confederacy.”

On both sides, the outbreak of war stirred powerful feelings of patriotism.
Recruits rushed to enlist, expecting a short, glorious war. Later, as enthusi-
asm waned, both sides resorted to a draft. The Confederacy in the spring of
1862 passed the first draft law in American history, and the North soon fol-
lowed. By 1865, more than 2 million men had served in the Union army and
900,000 in the Confederate army. Each was a cross section of its society: the
North’s was composed largely of farm boys, shopkeepers, artisans, and
urban workers, while the South’s consisted mostly of non-slaveholding
small farmers, with slaveowners dominating the officer corps.

Few recruits had any military experience. Fifteen years had passed since
the Mexican War. Ideas about war were highly romantic, based on novels,
magazine articles, and lithographs of soldiers covering themselves with
glory. One private wrote home in 1862 that his notion of combat had come
from the pictures of battles he had seen: “they would all be in a line, all
standing in a nice level field fighting, a number of ladies taking care of the
wounded, etc. But it isn’t so.” Nor were the recruits ready for military regi-
mentation. “It comes rather hard at first to be deprived of liberty,” wrote an
Illinois soldier. Initially, the constant round of drilling, ditch digging, and
other chores were only occasionally interrupted by fierce bursts of fighting
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Sergeant James W. Travis, Thirty-eighth
Illinois Infantry, Union army, and Private
Edwin Francis Jemison, Second Louisiana
Regiment, Confederate army, two of the
nearly 3 million Americans who fought in
the Civil War. Before going off to war,
many soldiers sat for photographs like
these, reproduced on small cards called
cartes de visite, which they distributed to
friends and loved ones. Jemison was killed
in the Battle of Malvern Hill in July 1862.



on the battlefield. According to one esti-
mate, during the first two years of the
war the main Union force, the Army of
the Potomac, spent only thirty days in
actual combat.

T H E T E C H N O L O G Y O F W A R

Neither the soldiers nor their officers
were prepared for the way technology
had transformed warfare. The Civil War
was the first major conflict in which the
railroad transported troops and supplies
and the first to see railroad junctions such
as Atlanta and Petersburg become major military objectives. The famous sea
battle between the Union vessel Monitor and the Confederate Merrimac in
1862 was the first demonstration of the superiority of ironclads over wooden
ships, revolutionizing naval warfare. The war saw the use of the telegraph for
military communication, the introduction of observation balloons to view
enemy lines, and even primitive hand grenades and submarines.

Perhaps most important, a revolution in arms manufacturing had
replaced the traditional musket, accurate at only a short range, with the
more modern rifle, deadly at 600 yards or more because of its grooved (or
“rifled”) barrel. This development changed the nature of combat, emphasiz-
ing the importance of heavy fortifications and elaborate trenches and
giving those on the defensive—usually southern armies—a significant
advantage over attacking forces. “My men,” said Confederate general
Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, “sometimes fail to drive the enemy from his
position, but to hold one, never.” The war of rifle and trench produced the
appalling casualty statistics of Civil War battles. The 620,000 who perished
in the war represent the equivalent, in terms of today’s population, of more
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Battle of the Iron-clads Monitor and
Merrimac, painted in 1877 by William
Torgerson, depicts the first clash between
ironclad ships, which took place off the
coast of Virginia on March 9, 1862.
Precursors of modern battleships,
ironclads were among the numerous
technological advances introduced during
the Civil War. The masts of a wooden
naval vessel are visible on the horizon.

Confederate dead at Spotsylvania,
Virginia, the site of a bloody battle in
1864.



than 6 million men. These figures do not include the thousands of civilians
who became victims of battles or who perished in disease-ridden camps

for runaway slaves or in conflicts between Unionist and
Confederate families that raged in parts of the South.
The death toll in the Civil War nearly equals the total
number of Americans who died in all the nation’s other
wars, from the Revolution to the war in Iraq.

Nor was either side ready for other aspects of modern
warfare. Medical care remained primitive. “I believe the doc-

tors kill more than they cure,” wrote an Alabama private in
1862. Diseases like measles, dysentery, malaria, and typhus

swept through army camps, killing more men than did combat.
The Civil War was the first war in which large numbers of

Americans were captured by the enemy and held in dire conditions
in military prisons. Some 50,000 men died in these prisons, victims of starva-
tion and disease, including 13,000 Union soldiers at Andersonville, Georgia.

Everywhere in the world, war was becoming more destructive. The scale of
Civil War bloodshed was unique in American history, but not in the nine-
teenth-century world. The Taiping Rebellion in China (1850–1864) resulted
in 23 million deaths. The War of the Triple Alliance in South America
(1864–1870), which pitted Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay against Paraguay,
caused the death of half of Paraguay’s prewar population of around 525,000.
Napoleon III’s military destruction of the Paris Commune in 1871 resulted
in the death of more than 20,000 of his fellow countrymen in a single city.

T H E P U B L I C A N D T H E W A R

Another modern feature of the Civil War was that both sides were assisted
by a vast propaganda effort to mobilize public opinion. In the Union, an
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A surgeon’s kit used in the Civil War,
containing amputation instruments,
knives, and tourniquets. With medical
knowledge and practices primitive at best,
far more men died from wounds,
infections, and disease than in battle.

Confederate prisoners of war at Camp
Douglas, Chicago, in 1864.



outpouring of lithographs, souvenirs, sheet music, and pamphlets
issued by patriotic organizations and the War Department reaffirmed
northern values, tarred the Democratic Party with the brush of trea-
son, and accused the South of numerous crimes against Union soldiers
and loyal civilians. Comparable items appeared in the Confederacy.

At the same time, the war’s brutal realities were brought home with
unprecedented immediacy to the public at large. War correspondents
accompanied the armies, and newspapers reported the results of bat-
tles on the following day and quickly published long lists of casual-
ties. The infant art of photography carried images of war into millions
of American living rooms. Beginning in 1862, when photographers
entered the battlefield to take shocking pictures of the dead at
Antietam, the camera, in the words of one journalist, “brought the
bodies and laid them in our door-yards.” Mathew Brady, who organ-
ized a corps of photographers to cover the war, found the conflict a
passport to fame and wealth. For photography itself, it was a turning
point in its growth as an art and business enterprise.

M O B I L I Z I N G R E S O U R C E S

The outbreak of the war found both sides unprepared. In 1861, there
was no national railroad gauge (the distance separating the two
tracks), so trains built for one line could not run on another. There was
no national banking system, no tax system capable of raising the enor-
mous funds needed to finance the war, and not even accurate maps of
the southern states. Soon after the firing on Fort Sumter, Lincoln pro-
claimed a naval blockade of the South, part of the so-called Anaconda
Plan, which aimed to strangle the South economically. But the navy
charged with patrolling the 3,500-mile coastline consisted of only
ninety vessels, fewer than half of them steam-powered. Not until late
in the war did the blockade become effective.

Then there was the problem of purchasing and distributing the food,
weapons, and other supplies required by the soldiers. The Union army even-
tually became the best-fed and best-supplied military force in history. By the
war’s third year, on the other hand, southern armies were suffering from
acute shortages of food, uniforms, and shoes. Yet the chief of the
Confederacy’s Ordnance Bureau, Josiah Gorgas (a transplanted northerner),
proved brilliantly resourceful in arming southern troops. Under his direc-
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tion, the Confederate government imported weapons from abroad and
established arsenals of its own to turn out rifles, artillery, and ammunition.

M I L I T A R Y S T R A T E G I E S

Each side tried to find ways to maximize its advantages. Essentially, the
Confederacy adopted a defensive strategy, with occasional thrusts into the
North. General Robert E. Lee, the leading southern commander, was a bril-
liant battlefield tactician who felt confident of his ability to fend off attacks
by larger Union forces. He hoped that a series of defeats would weaken the
North’s resolve and lead it eventually to abandon the conflict and recognize
southern independence.

Lincoln’s early generals found it impossible to bring the Union’s advan-
tages in manpower and technology to bear on the battlefield. In April 1861,
the regular army numbered little more than 15,000 men, most of whom
were stationed west of the Mississippi River. Its officers had been trained to
lead small, professional forces into battle, not the crowds of untrained men
who assembled in 1861. The North also suffered from narrowness of mili-
tary vision. Its generals initially concentrated on occupying southern terri-
tory and attempting to capture Richmond, the Confederate capital. They
attacked sporadically and withdrew after a battle, thus sacrificing the
North’s manpower superiority and allowing the South to concentrate its
smaller forces when an engagement impended.

Well before his generals did, Lincoln realized that simply capturing and
occupying territory would not win the war, and that defeating the South’s
armies, not capturing its capital, had to be the North’s battlefield objective.
And when he came to adopt the policy of emancipation, Lincoln acknowl-
edged what Confederate vice president Alexander H. Stephens had already
affirmed: slavery was the “cornerstone” of the Confederacy. To win the war,
therefore, the Union must make the institution that lay at the economic
and social foundation of southern life a military target.

T H E W A R B E G I N S

In the East, most of the war’s fighting took place in a narrow corridor
between Washington and Richmond—a distance of only 100 miles—as a
succession of Union generals led the Army of the Potomac (as the main
northern force in the East was called) toward the Confederate capital, only
to be turned back by southern forces. The first significant engagement, the
first Battle of Bull Run, took place in northern Virginia on July 21, 1861. It
ended with the chaotic retreat of the Union soldiers, along with the sight-
seers and politicians who had come to watch the battle. Almost 800 men
died at Bull Run, a toll eclipsed many times in the years to come, but more
Americans than had been killed in any previous battle in the nation’s histo-
ry. The encounter disabused both sides of the idea that the war would be a
brief lark.

In the wake of Bull Run, George B. McClellan, an army engineer who had
recently won a minor engagement with Confederate troops in western
Virginia, assumed command of the Union’s Army of the Potomac. A bril-
liant organizer, McClellan succeeded in welding his men into a superb
fighting force. He seemed reluctant, however, to commit them to battle,
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since he tended to overestimate the size of enemy forces. And as a Democrat,
he hoped that compromise might end the war without large-scale loss of
life or a weakening of slavery. Months of military inactivity followed.

T H E W A R I N T H E E A S T , 1 8 6 2

Not until the spring of 1862, after a growing clamor for action by Republican
newspapers, members of Congress, and an increasingly impatient Lincoln,
did McClellan lead his army of more than 100,000 men into Virginia. Here
they confronted the smaller Army of Northern Virginia under the command
of the Confederate general Joseph E. Johnston, and after he was wounded,
Robert E. Lee. A brilliant battlefield tactician, Lee had been offered a command
in the Union army but chose to fight for the Confederacy because of his devo-
tion to Virginia. In the Seven Days’ Campaign, a series of engagements in June
1862 on the peninsula south of Richmond, Lee blunted McClellan’s attacks
and forced him to withdraw back to the vicinity of Washington, D.C. In
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August 1862, Lee again emerged victorious at the second Battle of Bull Run
against Union forces under the command of General John Pope.

Successful on the defensive, Lee now launched an invasion of the North. He
hoped to bring the border slave states into the Confederacy, persuade Britain
and France to recognize southern independence, influence the North’s fall
elections, and perhaps capture Washington, D.C. At the Battle of Antietam, in
Maryland, McClellan and the Army of the Potomac repelled Lee’s advance. In
a single day of fighting, nearly 4,000 men were killed and 18,000 wounded
(2,000 of whom later died of their injuries). The dead, one survivor recalled,
lay three deep in the field, mowed down “like grass before the scythe.” More
Americans died on September 17, 1862, when the Battle of Antietam was
fought, than on any other day in the nation’s history, including Pearl Harbor
and D-Day in World War II and the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.
Indeed, more American soldiers perished at Antietam than in all the other
wars fought by the United States in the nineteenth century combined.

Since Lee was forced to retreat, the North could claim Antietam as a vic-
tory. It was to be the Union’s last success in the East for some time. In
December 1862, the Union suffered one of its most disastrous defeats of the
war when General Ambrose E. Burnside, who had replaced McClellan as
the head of the Army of the Potomac, assaulted Lee’s army, which was
entrenched on heights near Fredricksburg, Virginia. “It was not a fight,”
wrote one Union soldier to his mother, “it was a massacre.”

T H E W A R I N T H E W E S T

While the Union accomplished little in the East in the first two years of the
war, events in the West followed a different course. Here, the architect of
early success was Ulysses S. Grant. A West Point graduate who had resigned
from the army in 1854 in part because of allegations of excessive drinking,
Grant had been notably unsuccessful in civilian life. When the war broke
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The Battle of Antietam, a painting of a
Union advance by Captain James Hope of
the Second Vermont Volunteers. More than
4,000 men died on September 17, 1862,
when the Battle of Antietam was fought.



out, he was working as a clerk in his brother’s leather store in Galena,
Illinois. But after being commissioned as a colonel in an Illinois regiment,
Grant quickly displayed the daring, the logical mind, and the grasp of strat-
egy he would demonstrate throughout the war.

In February 1862, Grant won the Union’s first significant victory when
he captured Forts Henry and Donelson in Tennessee. In April, naval forces
under Admiral David G. Farragut steamed into New Orleans, giving the
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Most of the Union’s victories in the first
two years of the war occurred in the West,
especially at Shiloh and New Orleans.



Union control of the South’s largest city and the rich sugar plantation
parishes to its south and west. At the same time, Grant withstood a surprise
Confederate attack at Shiloh, Tennessee. But Union momentum in the
West then stalled.

T H E C O M I N G O F E M A N C I PAT I O N

S L A V E R Y A N D T H E W A R

War, it has been said, is the midwife of revolution. And the Civil War pro-
duced far-reaching changes in American life. The most dramatic of these
was the destruction of slavery, the central institution of southern society.
Between 1831, when the British abolished slavery in their empire, and 1888,
when emancipation came to Brazil, some 6 million slaves gained their free-
dom in the Western Hemisphere. Of these, nearly 4 million, two-thirds of
the total, lived in the southern United States. In numbers, scale, and the eco-
nomic power of the institution of slavery, American emancipation dwarfed
that of any other country (although far more people were liberated in 1861
when Czar Alexander II abolished serfdom in the Russian empire).

At the outset of the war, Lincoln invoked time-honored northern values
to mobilize public support. In a message to Congress, he identified the
Union cause with the fate of democracy for the “whole family of man.” He
identified the differences between North and South in terms of the familiar
free labor ideology: “This is essentially a people’s struggle. On the side of the
Union, it is a struggle for maintaining in the world, that form and substance
of government, whose leading object is to elevate the condition of men . . .
to afford all, an unfettered start, and a fair chance, in the race of life.”

But while appealing to free labor values, Lincoln initially insisted that
slavery was irrelevant to the conflict. In the war’s first year, his paramount
concerns were to keep the border slave states—Delaware, Maryland,
Kentucky, and Missouri—in the Union and to build the broadest base of
support in the North for the war effort. Action against slavery, he feared,
would drive the border, with its white population of 2.6 million and nearly
500,000 slaves, into the Confederacy and alienate conservative northerners.

T H E U N R A V E L I N G O F S L A V E R Y

Thus, in the early days of the war, a nearly unanimous Congress adopted a
resolution proposed by Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky, which
affirmed that the Union had no intention of interfering with slavery.
Northern military commanders even returned fugitive slaves to their own-
ers, a policy that raised an outcry in antislavery circles. Yet as the
Confederacy set slaves to work as military laborers and blacks began to
escape to Union lines, the policy of ignoring slavery unraveled. By the end
of 1861, the military had adopted the plan, begun in Virginia by General
Benjamin F. Butler, of treating escaped blacks as contraband of war—that
is, property of military value subject to confiscation. Butler’s order added
a word to the war’s vocabulary. Escaping slaves became known as “the
contrabands.” They were housed by the army in “contraband camps” and
educated in new “contraband schools.”

Meanwhile, slaves themselves took actions that helped propel a reluctant
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white America down the road to emancipation.
Whatever the policies of the administration,
blacks saw the outbreak of fighting as heralding
the long-awaited end of bondage. Well before
Lincoln made emancipation a war aim, blacks, in
the North and the South, were calling the conflict
the “freedom war.” In 1861 and 1862, as the feder-
al army occupied Confederate territory, slaves by
the thousands headed for Union lines. Unlike fugi-
tives before the war, these runaways included
large numbers of women and children, as entire
families abandoned the plantations. Not a few
passed along military intelligence and detailed
knowledge of the South’s terrain. “The most valu-
able and reliable information of the enemy’s
movements in our vicinity that we have been able
to get,” noted the Union general Daniel E. Sickles,
“derived from Negroes who came into our lines.”
In southern Louisiana, the arrival of the Union
army in 1862 led slaves to sack plantation houses
and refuse to work unless wages were paid.
Slavery there, wrote a northern reporter, “is forev-
er destroyed and worthless, no matter what Mr.
Lincoln or anyone else may say on the subject.”

S T E P S T O W A R D E M A N C I P A T I O N

At first, blacks’ determination to seize the opportunity presented by the
war proved a burden to the army and an embarrassment to the administra-
tion. But the failure of traditional strategies to produce victory strengthened
the hand of antislavery northerners. Since slavery stood at the foundation of
the southern economy, they insisted, emancipation was necessary to weak-
en the South’s ability to sustain the war.

The most uncompromising opponents of slavery before the war, aboli-
tionists and Radical Republicans, quickly concluded that the institution
must become a target of the Union war effort. “It is plain,” declared Thaddeus
Stevens, a Radical Republican congressman from Pennsylvania, “that noth-
ing approaching the present policy will subdue the rebels.” Outside of
Congress, few pressed the case for emancipation more eloquently than
Frederick Douglass. From the outset, he insisted that it was futile to “sepa-
rate the freedom of the slave from the victory of the government.” “Fire
must be met with water,” Douglass declared, “darkness with light, and war
for the destruction of liberty must be met with war for the destruction of
slavery.”

These appeals won increasing support in a Congress frustrated by lack
of military success. In March 1862, Congress prohibited the army from
returning fugitive slaves. Then came abolition in the District of Columbia
(with monetary compensation for slaveholders) and the territories, fol-
lowed in July by the Second Confiscation Act, which liberated slaves of dis-
loyal owners in Union-occupied territory, as well as slaves who escaped to
Union lines.
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An 1863 advertisement for a runaway
domestic slave circulated by Louis
Manigault, a member of a prominent
Georgia and South Carolina planter
family. Manigault blamed an unknown
white man for enticing her away, but she
most likely escaped with a male slave
who had begun to court her. Slaves fled
to Union lines from the first days of the
Civil War.



Throughout these months, Lincoln struggled to retain control of the
emancipation issue. In August 1861, John C. Frémont, commanding Union
forces in Missouri, a state racked by a bitter guerrilla war between pro-
northern and pro-southern bands, decreed the freedom of its slaves. Fearful
of the order’s impact on the border states, Lincoln swiftly rescinded it. In
November, the president proposed that the border states embark on a pro-
gram of gradual emancipation with the federal government paying owners
for their loss of property. He also revived the idea of colonization. In August
1862, Lincoln met at the White House with a delegation of black leaders
and urged them to promote emigration from the United States. “You and
we are different races,” he declared. “It is better for us both to be separated.”
As late as December, the president signed an agreement with a shady entre-
preneur to settle former slaves on an island off the coast of Haiti.

L I N C O L N ’ S D E C I S I O N

Sometime during the summer of 1862, Lincoln concluded that emancipation
had become a political and military necessity. Many factors contributed to
his decision—lack of military success, hope that emancipated slaves might
help meet the army’s growing manpower needs, changing northern public
opinion, and the calculation that making slavery a target of the war effort
would counteract sentiment in Britain for recognition of the Confederacy.
But on the advice of Secretary of State William H. Seward, Lincoln delayed
his announcement until after a Union victory, lest it seem an act of despera-
tion. On September 22, 1862, five days after McClellan’s army forced Lee to
retreat at Antietam, Lincoln issued the Preliminary Emancipation
Proclamation. It warned that unless the South laid down its arms by the end
of 1862, he would decree abolition.

The initial northern reaction was not encouraging. In the fall elections of
1862, Democrats made opposition to emancipation the centerpiece of their
campaign, warning that the North would be “Africanized”—inundated by

freed slaves who would compete for jobs
and seek to marry white women. The
Republicans suffered sharp reverses.
They lost control of the legislatures of
Indiana and Illinois and the governor-
ship of New York, and saw their majori-
ties dangerously reduced in other states.
In his annual message to Congress, early
in December, Lincoln tried to calm
northerners’ racial fears, reviving the
ideas of gradual emancipation and colo-
nization. He concluded, however, on a
higher note: “Fellow citizens, we cannot
escape history. . . . The fiery trial through
which we pass, will light us down, in
honor or dishonor, to the latest genera-
tion. . . . In giving freedom to the slave,
we assure freedom to the free—honor-
able alike in what we give, and what we
preserve.”

5 5 0 C H . 1 4 A N e w B i r t h o f F r e e d o m : T h e C i v i l W a r, 1 8 6 1 – 1 8 6 5 T H E C O M I N G O F
E M A N C I P A T I O N

Abe Lincoln’s Last Card, an engraving
from the British magazine Punch, October
18, 1862, portrays the Preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation as the last
move of a desperate gambler.



T H E E M A N C I P A T I O N P R O C L A M A T I O N

On January 1, 1863, after greeting visitors at the annual White House New
Year’s reception, Lincoln retired to his study to sign the Emancipation
Proclamation. The document did not liberate all the slaves—indeed, on the
day it was issued, it applied to very few. Because its legality derived from the
president’s authority as military commander-in-chief to combat the South’s
rebellion, the Proclamation exempted areas firmly under Union control
(where the war, in effect, had already ended). Thus, it did not apply to the
loyal border slave states that had never seceded or to areas of the
Confederacy occupied by Union soldiers, such as Tennessee and parts of
Virginia and Louisiana. But the vast majority of the South’s slaves—more
than 3 million men, women, and children—it declared “henceforward shall
be free.” Since most of these slaves were still behind Confederate lines, how-
ever, their liberation would have to await Union victories.

Despite its limitations, the Proclamation set off scenes of jubilation
among free blacks and abolitionists in the North and “contrabands” and
slaves in the South. “Sound the loud timbrel o’er Egypt’s dark sea,” intoned
a black preacher at a celebration in Boston. “Jehovah hath triumphed, his
people are free.” By making the Union army an agent of emancipation and
wedding the goals of Union and abolition, the Proclamation sounded the
eventual death knell of slavery.

Not only did the Emancipation Proclamation alter the nature of the Civil
War and the course of American history, but it also represented a turning
point in Lincoln’s own thinking. It contained no reference to compensation
to slaveholders or to colonization of the freed people. For the first time, it
committed the government to enlisting black soldiers in the Union army.
Lincoln now became in his own mind the Great Emancipator—that is, he
assumed the role that history had thrust upon him, and he tried to live up
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Freed Negroes Celebrating President
Lincoln’s Decree of Emancipation, a
fanciful engraving from the French
periodical Le Monde Illustré, March 21,
1863.
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Freedom to the Slave. This hand-
colored lithograph from 1863
celebrates the promise of emancipation
and also links the American flag—the
symbol of nationality—with freedom
by placing a liberty cap atop it. On the
left are symbols of freedom including a
school, a church, a plow, and a black
man reading a newspaper. A broken
chain lies in the right foreground. The
image conveys the optimism inspired
by the Emancipation Proclamation.
But many former slaves would never
fully enjoy the kinds of freedom
imagined in this lithograph.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. What does the image tell us
about how emancipation was
achieved?

2. In what ways does the artist
suggest that freedom differed
from life under slavery?
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to it. He would later refuse suggestions that he rescind or modify the
Proclamation in the interest of peace. Were he to do so, he told one visitor,
“I should be damned in time and eternity.”

Like the end of slavery in Haiti and mainland Latin America, abolition
in the United States came about as the result of war. But emancipation
in the United States differed from its counterparts elsewhere in the
Western Hemisphere—it was immediate, not gradual, and offered no com-
pensation to slaveholders for their loss of property (with the exception of
those in Washington, D.C.) It also foretold the inevitable end of slavery in
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Brazil. Not until 1888, however, when Brazil abol-
ished the institution, did slavery come to an end in the entire Western
Hemisphere.

The Civil War, which was begun to preserve the prewar Union, now
portended a far-reaching transformation in southern life and a redefini-
tion of American freedom. Decoupling emancipation from colonization
meant that the freed slaves would become part of American life. A new
system of labor, politics, and race relations would have to replace the
shattered institution of slavery. “Up to now,” wrote the socialist thinker
Karl Marx, observing events from London, “we have witnessed only the
first act of the Civil War—the constitutional waging of war. The second
act, the revolutionary waging of war, is at hand.” The evolution of
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With the exception of a few areas, the
Emancipation Proclamation applied only
to slaves in parts of the Confederacy not
under Union control on January 1, 1863.
Lincoln did not “free the slaves” with a
stroke of his pen, but the Proclamation did
change the nature of the Civil War.
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Lincoln’s emancipation policy displayed the hallmarks of his wartime
leadership—his capacity for growth and his ability to develop broad pub-
lic support for his administration.

E N L I S T I N G B L A C K T R O O P S

Of the Proclamation’s provisions, few were more radical in their implica-
tions than the enrollment of blacks into military service. Since sailor had
been one of the few occupations open to free blacks before the war,
Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles had already allowed African-Americans
to serve on Union warships. But as during the American Revolution, when
George Washington initially excluded blacks from the Continental army,
blacks in the Civil War had to fight for the right to fight on land. Early in the
war, Harry Jarvis, a Virginia slave, escaped to Fortress Monroe and offered to
enlist in the Union army. General Benjamin F. Butler, Jarvis later recalled,
“said it wasn’t a black man’s war. I told him it would be a black man’s war
before they got through.”

At the outset, the Union army refused to accept northern black volun-
teers. The administration feared that whites would not be willing to fight
alongside blacks, and that enlisting black soldiers would alienate the bor-
der slave states that remained in the Union. By the end of 1861, however,
the army was employing escaped slaves as cooks, laundresses, and laborers.
Preliminary steps to enlist combat troops were taken in a few parts of the
South in 1862. White abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson was sent
to the South Carolina Sea Islands, which the Union navy had seized early
in the war, to enroll slaves in the First South Carolina Volunteers. But only
after the Emancipation Proclamation did the recruitment of black soldiers
begin in earnest.

By the end of the war, more than
180,000 black men had served in
the Union army, and 24,000 in the navy.
One-third died in battle, or of wounds
or disease. Fifteen black soldiers and
eight sailors received the Medal of
Honor, the highest award for military
valor. Some black units won consider-
able notoriety, among them the Fifty-
fourth Massachusetts Volunteers, a com-
pany of free blacks from throughout the
North commanded by Robert Gould
Shaw, a young reformer from a promi-
nent Boston family. The bravery of the
Fifty-fourth in the July 1863 attack on
Fort Wagner, South Carolina, where
nearly half the unit, including Shaw, per-
ished, helped to dispel widespread
doubts about blacks’ ability to withstand
the pressures of the Civil War battlefield.
(The exploits of Shaw and the Fifty-
fourth Massachusetts were popularized
in the 1989 film Glory.)
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This widely reprinted recruiting poster
urged African-American men to join the
Union army after Congress and the
president changed the policy of allowing
only whites to serve.



Most black soldiers were emancipated slaves who joined the army
in the South. After Union forces in 1863 seized control of the rich planta-
tion lands of the Mississippi Valley, General Lorenzo Thomas raised fifty
regiments of black soldiers—some 76,000 men in all. Another large group
hailed from the border states exempted from the Emancipation
Proclamation, where enlistment was, for most of the war, the only route to
freedom. Here black military service undermined slavery, for Congress
expanded the Emancipation Proclamation to liberate black soldiers and
their families.

T H E B L A C K S O L D I E R

For black soldiers themselves, military service proved to be a liberating expe-
rience. “No negro who has ever been a soldier,” wrote a northern official in
1865, “can again be imposed upon; they have learned what it is to be free
and they will infuse their feelings into others.” Service in the army estab-
lished men as community leaders and opened a door to political advance-
ment. Out of the army came many of the leaders of the Reconstruction era.
At least 130 former soldiers served in political office after the Civil War.
In time, the memory of black military service would fade from white
America’s collective memory. Of the hundreds of Civil War monuments
that still dot the northern landscape, fewer than a dozen contain an image
of a black soldier. But well into the twentieth century, it remained a point
of pride in black families throughout the United States that their fathers
and grandfathers had fought for freedom.

The Union navy treated black sailors pretty much the same as white
sailors. Conditions on ships made racial segregation impossible. Black and
white sailors lived and dined together in the same quarters. They received
equal pay and had the same promotion opportunities. Within the army,
however, black soldiers received treatment that was anything but equal to
their white counterparts. Organized into segregated units under some-
times abusive white officers, they initially received lower pay (ten dollars
per month, compared to sixteen dollars for white soldiers). They were dis-
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Photographs of four anonymous black
Civil War soldiers, including a sergeant
(with three stripes on his uniform).
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proportionately assigned to labor rather than combat, and they could not
rise to the rank of commissioned officer until the very end of the war. If
captured by Confederate forces, they faced the prospect of sale into slavery
or immediate execution. In a notorious incident in 1864, 200 of 262 black
soldiers died when southern troops under the command of Nathan B.
Forrest overran Fort Pillow in Tennessee. Some of those who perished were
killed after surrendering.

Nonetheless, black soldiers played a crucial role not only in winning the
Civil War but in defining the war’s consequences. “Once let a black man get
upon his person the brass letters U.S.,” wrote Frederick Douglass in urging
blacks to enlist, “and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has
earned the right to citizenship in the United States.” As Douglass predicted,
thanks in part to black military service many Republicans in the last two
years of the war came to believe that emancipation must bring with it
equal protection of the laws regardless of race. One of the first acts of the
federal government to recognize this principle was the granting of retroac-
tive equal pay to black soldiers early in 1865. Racism was hardly eliminated
from national life. But, declared George William Curtis, the editor of
Harper’s Weekly, the war and emancipation had transformed a government
“for white men” into one “for mankind.”

The service of black soldiers affected Lincoln’s own outlook. He insisted
that they must be treated the same as whites when captured and suspended
prisoner-of-war exchanges when the Confederacy refused to include black
troops. In 1864, Lincoln, who before the war had never supported suffrage
for African-Americans, urged the governor of Union-occupied Louisiana to
work for the partial enfranchisement of blacks, singling out soldiers as espe-
cially deserving. At some future time, he observed, they might again be
called upon to “keep the jewel of Liberty in the family of freedom.”

T H E S E C O N D A M E R I C A N R E V O LU T I O N

“Old things are passing away,” wrote a black resident of California in 1862,
“and eventually old prejudices must follow. The revolution has begun, and
time alone must decide where it is to end.” The changing status of black
Americans was only one dramatic example of what some historians call
the Second American Revolution—the transformation of American gov-
ernment and society brought about by the Civil War.

L I B E R T Y A N D U N I O N

Never was freedom’s contested nature more evident than during the
Civil War. “We all declare for liberty,” Lincoln observed in 1864, “but in
using the same word we do not all mean the same thing.” To the North, he
continued, freedom meant for “each man” to enjoy “the product of his
labor.” To southern whites, it conveyed mastership—the power to do “as
they please with other men, and the product of other men’s labor.” The
Union’s triumph consolidated the northern understanding of freedom as
the national norm.

The attack on Fort Sumter crystallized in northern minds the direct
conflict between freedom and slavery that abolitionists had insisted upon

The illustration accompanying The
American Flag, a piece of patriotic Civil
War sheet music, exemplifies how the war
united the ideals of liberty and nationhood.



for decades. The war, as Frederick Douglass recognized as early as 1862,
merged “the cause of the slaves and the cause of the country.” “Liberty
and Union,” he continued, “have become identical.” As during the
American Revolution, religious and secular understandings of freedom
joined in a celebration of national destiny. “As He died to make men holy,
let us die to make men free,” proclaimed the popular song “Battle Hymn
of the Republic,” written by Julia Ward Howe and published in 1862.
Emancipation offered proof of the progressive nature and global sig-
nificance of the country’s history. For the first time, wrote the Chicago
Tribune, the United States could truly exist as “our fathers designed it—the
home of freedom, the asylum of the oppressed, the seat of justice, the land
of equal rights under the law.”

L I N C O L N ’ S V I S I O N

But it was Lincoln himself who linked the conflict with the deepest beliefs
of northern society. It is sometimes said that the American Civil War was
part of a broader nineteenth-century process of nation building. Throughout
the world, powerful, centralized nation-states developed in old countries,
and new nations emerged where none had previously existed. The Civil
War took place as modern states were consolidating their power and reduc-
ing local autonomy. The Meiji Restoration in Japan saw the emperor
reclaim power from local lords, or shoguns. Argentina in the 1850s adopt-
ed a new constitution that abolished slavery, established universal male
suffrage, and gave the national government the right to intervene in local
affairs. As in the United States, economic development quickly followed
national unification. Japan soon emerged as a major economic power, and
Argentina embarked on a policy of railroad construction, centralization of
banking, industrial development, and the encouragement of European
immigration, which soon made it the world’s sixth largest economy.

Lincoln has been called the American equivalent of Giuseppe Mazzini or
Otto von Bismarck, who during this same era created nation-states in Italy
and Germany from disunited collections of principalities. But Lincoln’s
nation was different from those being constructed in Europe. They were
based on the idea of unifying a particular people with a common ethnic,
cultural, and linguistic heritage. To Lincoln, the American nation embodied
a set of universal ideas, centered on political democracy and human liberty.
The United States represented to the world the principle that government
should rest on popular consent and that all men should be free. These ideals,
Lincoln declared, allowed immigrants from abroad, who could not “trace
their connection by blood” to the nation’s birth, nonetheless to become fully
American.

Lincoln summarized his conception of the war’s meaning in November
1863 in brief remarks at the dedication of a military cemetery at the site of
the war’s greatest battle. The Gettysburg Address is considered his finest
speech (see the Appendix for the full text). In less than three minutes, he
identified the nation’s mission with the principle that “all men are created
equal,” spoke of the war as bringing about a “new birth of freedom,” and
defined the essence of democratic government. The sacrifices of Union sol-
diers, he declared, would ensure that “government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
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Lincoln and the Female Slave, by the
free black artist David B. Bowser.
Working in Philadelphia, Bowser painted
flags for a number of black Civil War
regiments. Lincoln confers freedom on a
kneeling slave, an image that downplays
blacks’ role in their own emancipation.



F R O M U N I O N T O

N A T I O N

The mobilization of the
Union’s resources for modern
war brought into being a new
American nation-state with
greatly expanded powers and
responsibilities. The United
States remained a federal
republic with sovereignty
divided between the state and
national governments. But the
war forged a new national self-
consciousness, reflected in the
increasing use of the word
“nation”—a unified political
entity—in place of the older
“Union” of separate states. In
his inaugural address in 1861,
Lincoln used the word “Union”
twenty times, while making no
mention of the “nation.” By

1863, “Union” does not appear at all in the 269-word Gettysburg Address,
while Lincoln referred five times to the “nation.”

“Liberty, . . . true liberty,” the writer Francis Lieber proclaimed, “requires
a country.” This was the moral of one of the era’s most popular works of
fiction, Edward Everett Hale’s short story “The Man Without a Country,”
published in 1863. Hale’s protagonist, Philip Nolan, in a fit of anger curses
the land of his birth. As punishment, he is condemned to live on a ship,
never to set foot on American soil or hear the name “the United States” spo-
ken. He learns that to be deprived of national identity is to lose one’s sense
of self.

T H E W A R A N D A M E R I C A N R E L I G I O N

The upsurge of patriotism, and of national power, was reflected in many
aspects of American life. Even as the war produced unprecedented casual-
ties, the northern Protestant clergy strove to provide it with a religious jus-
tification and to reassure their congregations that the dead had not died in
vain. The religious press now devoted more space to military and political
developments than to spiritual matters. In numerous wartime sermons,
Christianity and patriotism were joined in a civic religion that saw the war
as God’s mechanism for ridding the United States of slavery and enabling it
to become what it had never really been—a land of freedom. Lincoln, one
of the few American presidents who never joined a church, shrewdly mar-
shaled religious symbolism to generate public support, declaring days of
Thanksgiving after northern victories and encouraging northern clergy-
men to support Republican candidates for office.

Religious beliefs also enabled Americans to cope with the unprecedent-
ed mass death the war involved. Of course, equating death with eternal life
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The Eagle’s Nest, an 1861 antisecession
cartoon promising “annihilation to
traitors.” The eggs representing seceding
states have become rotten and are
hatching monsters.



is a central tenet of Christianity. But the war led to what one historian calls
a “transformation of heaven,” as Americans imagined future celestial family
reunions that seemed more and more like gatherings in middle-class living
rooms. Some Americans could not wait until their own deaths to see
the departed. Spiritualism—belief in the ability to communicate with the
dead—grew in popularity. Mary Todd Lincoln held seances in the White
House to experience again the presence of her young son Willie, who suc-
cumbed to disease in 1862.

Coping with death also required unprecedented governmental action,
from notifying next of kin to accounting for the dead and missing. Both the
Union and Confederacy established elaborate systems for gathering statis-
tics and maintaining records of dead and wounded soldiers, an effort sup-
plemented by private philanthropic organizations. After the war ended,
the federal government embarked on a program to locate and re-bury hun-
dreds of thousands of Union soldiers in national military cemeteries.
Between 1865 and 1871, the government reinterred more than 300,000
Union (but not Confederate) soldiers—including black soldiers, who were
buried, as they had fought, in segregated sections of military cemeteries.

L I B E R T Y I N W A R T I M E

This intense new nationalism made criticism of the war effort—or of the
policies of the Lincoln administration—seem to Republicans equivalent to
treason. Although there had been sporadic persecution of opponents of the
Mexican War, the Civil War presented, for the first time since the
Revolution, the issue of the limits of wartime dissent. During the conflict,
declared the Republican New York Times, “the safety of the nation is the
supreme law.” Arbitrary arrests numbered in the thousands. They included
opposition newspaper editors, Democratic politicians, individuals who dis-
couraged enlistment in the army, and ordinary civilians like the Chicago
man briefly imprisoned for calling the president a “damned fool.” With
the Constitution unclear as to who possessed the power to suspend the
writ of habeas corpus (thus allowing prisoners to be held without charge),
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This image adorned a printed version of
a popular Civil War song, “The Dying
Soldier.” It illustrates how Americans
sought solace in religion in the face of the
war’s enormous death toll. At the left, an
angel receives the dying soldier, while at
the right his wife, mother, or sweetheart
prays for his soul.
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races. This was an error. . . . Our new Government is
founded upon exactly the opposite ideas; its
foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the
great truth that the negro is not equal to the white
man; that slavery, subordination to the superior
race, is his natural and moral condition. This, our
new Government, is the first, in the history of the
world, based upon this great physical, philosophical,
and moral truth. . . .

It is the first Government ever instituted upon
principles in strict conformity to nature, and the
ordination of Providence, in furnishing the materials
of human society. Many Governments have been
founded upon the principles of certain classes;
but the classes thus enslaved, were of the same race,
and in violation of the laws of nature. Our system
commits no such violation of nature’s laws. The
negro by nature, or by the curse against Canaan, is
fitted for that condition which he occupies in our
system. . . . The substratum of our society is made of
the material fitted by nature for it, and by experience
we know that it is the best, not only for the superior
but for the inferior race, that it should be so.

AWhig leader in Georgia, Alexander H. Stephens

opposed secession until his state voted to leave

the Union. He then accepted the vice presidency

of the Confederacy, and in a speech in Savannah

inMarch 1861 he explained the basic premises of

the new government.

The [Confederate] Constitution has put at rest
forever all the agitating questions relating to our
peculiar institutions—African slavery as it exists
among us—the proper status of the negro in our
form of civilization. This was the immediate cause
of the late rupture and present revolution. . . . The
prevailing ideas entertained by [Jefferson] and
most of the leading statesmen at the time of the
formation of the old Constitution, were, that the
enslavement of the African was in violation of the
laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle,
socially, morally and politically. . . .

These ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong.
They rested on the assumption of the equality of

FR O M SP E E C H of AL E X A N D E R H. ST E P H E N S ,

Vice President of the Confederacy (March 21, 1861)
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Abraham Lincoln’s speech at a Sanitary Fair

(a grand bazaar that raised money for the care of

Union soldiers) offers a dramatic illustration of

the contested meaning of freedom during the

Civil War.

The world has never had a good definition of the
word liberty, and the American people, just now, are
much in want of one. We all declare for liberty; but
in using the same word we do not all mean the same
thing. With some the word liberty may mean for
each man to do as he pleases with himself, and the
product of his labor; while with others the same
word may mean for some men to do as they please
with other men, and the product of other men’s labor.
Here are two, not only different, but incompatible
things, called by the same name—liberty. And it
follows that each of the things is, by the respective
parties, called by two different and incompatible
names—liberty and tyranny.

The shepherd drives the wolf from the sheep’s
throat, for which the sheep thanks the shepherd as a
liberator, while the wolf denounces him for the same
act as the destroyer of liberty, especially as the sheep

was a black one. Plainly the sheep and the wolf are
not agreed upon a definition of the word liberty; and
precisely the same difference prevails today among
us human creatures, even in the North, and all
professing to love liberty. Hence we behold the
process by which thousands are daily passing
from under the yoke of bondage, hailed by some as
the advance of liberty, and bewailed by others as the
destruction of all liberty. Recently, as it seems, the
people of Maryland have been doing something to
define liberty [abolishing slavery in the state]; and
thanks to them that, in what they have done, the
wolf’s dictionary, has been repudiated.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. Why does Stephens argue that slavery in the
South differs from slavery as it has existed in
previous societies?

2. What does Lincoln identify as the essential
difference between northern and southern defi-
nitions of freedom?

3. How do Lincoln and Stephens differ in their
definition of liberty and whether it applies to
African-Americans?

FR O M AB R A H A M LI N C O L N,

Address at Sanitary Fair, Balt imore (April 18, 1864)
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Lincoln claimed the right under the presidential war powers and twice sus-
pended the writ throughout the entire Union for those accused of “disloyal
activities.”

The courts generally gave the administration a free hand. They refused to
intervene when a military court convicted Clement L. Vallandigham, a lead-
ing Ohio Democrat known for his blistering antiwar speeches, of treason.
On Lincoln’s order, Vallandigham was banished to the Confederacy. In
1861, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney had ordered the president to release John
Merryman, a civilian who had been arrested by military authorities in
Maryland, but the president ignored him. Not until 1866, after the fighting
had ended, did the Supreme Court, in the case Ex parte Milligan, declare it
unconstitutional to bring accused persons before military tribunals where
civil courts were operating. The Constitution, declared Justice David Davis,
is not suspended in wartime—it remains “a law for rulers and people,
equally in time of war and peace.”

Lincoln was not a despot. Most of those arrested were quickly released, the
Democratic press continued to flourish, and contested elections were held
throughout the war. But the policies of the Lincoln administration offered
proof—to be repeated during later wars—of the fragility of civil liberties in
the face of assertive patriotism and wartime demands for national unity.

T H E N O R T H ’ S T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

Even as he invoked traditional values, Lincoln presided over far-reaching
changes in northern life. The effort to mobilize the resources of the Union
greatly enhanced the power not only of the federal government but also of a
rising class of capitalist entrepreneurs. Unlike the South, which suffered eco-
nomic devastation, the North experienced the war as a time of prosperity.

Nourished by wartime inflation and government contracts, the profits of
industry boomed. New England mills worked day and night to supply the
army with blankets and uniforms, and Pennsylvania coal mines and iron-
works rapidly expanded their production. Mechanization proceeded apace
in many industries, especially those like boot and shoe production and
meatpacking that supplied the army’s ever-increasing needs. Agriculture
also flourished, for even as farm boys by the hundreds of thousands joined
the army, the frontier of cultivation pushed westward, with machinery and
immigrants replacing lost labor. Wisconsin furnished 90,000 men to the
Union army, yet its population, grain production, and farm income contin-
ued to grow.

G O V E R N M E N T A N D T H E E C O N O M Y

As in contemporary Germany and Japan, the new American nation-state
that emerged during the Civil War was committed to rapid economic
development. Congress adopted policies that promoted economic growth
and permanently altered the nation’s financial system. With the South
now unrepresented, the lawmakers adopted policies long advocated by
many northerners. To spur agricultural development, the Homestead Act
offered 160 acres of free public land to settlers in the West. It took effect on
January 1, 1863, the same day as the Emancipation Proclamation, and like
the Proclamation, tried to implement a vision of freedom. By the 1930s,
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Sheet music for two of the best-known
patriotic songs written during the Civil
War.



more than 400,000 families had acquired farms under its provisions. In
addition, the Land Grant College Act assisted the states in establishing
“agricultural and mechanic colleges.”

B U I L D I N G T H E T R A N S C O N T I N E N T A L R A I L R O A D

Congress also made huge grants of money and land for internal improve-
ments, including up to 100 million acres to the Union Pacific and Central
Pacific, two companies chartered in 1862 and charged with building a rail-
road from the Missouri River to the Pacific coast. (These were the first cor-
porate charters issued by the federal government since the Second Bank of
the United States in 1816.)

When first proposed by entrepreneur Asa Whitney in 1846, the idea of a
transcontinental railroad had been considered by Congress “too gigantic”
and “entirely impracticable.” And, indeed, the project was monumental.
The Central Pacific progressed only twenty miles a year for the first three
years of construction because the Sierra Nevada range was almost impass-
able. It required some 20,000 men to lay the tracks across prairies and
mountains, a substantial number of them immigrant Chinese contract
laborers, called “coolies” by many Americans. Hundreds of Chinese work-
ers died blasting tunnels and building bridges through this treacherous ter-
rain. When it was completed in 1869, the transcontinental railroad, which
ran from Omaha, Nebraska, to San Francisco, expanded the national mar-
ket, facilitated the spread of settlement and investment in the West, and
heralded the doom of the Plains Indians.

T H E W A R A N D N A T I V E A M E R I C A N S

One of Lincoln’s first orders as president was to withdraw federal troops
from the West so that they could protect Washington, D.C. Recognizing
that this would make it impossible for the army to keep white interlopers
from intruding on Indian land, as treaties required it to do, Indian leaders
begged Lincoln to reverse this decision, but to no avail. Inevitably, conflict
flared in the West between Native Americans and white settlers, with
disastrous results. During the Civil War, the Sioux killed hundreds of
white farmers in Minnesota before being subdued by the army. After a mil-
itary court sentenced more than 300 Indians to death, Lincoln commuted
the sentences of all but 38. But their hanging in December 1862 remains
the largest official execution in American history. In 1864, a unit of
Colorado soldiers under the command of Colonel John Chivington
attacked a village of Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians at Sand Creek, killing
perhaps 400 men, women, and children.

The Union army also launched a campaign against the Navajo in the
Southwest, destroying their orchards and sheep and forcing 8,000 people to
move to a reservation set aside by the government. The Navajo’s Long Walk
became as central to their historical experience as the Trail of Tears to the
Cherokee (see Chapter 10). Unlike the eastern Indians, however, the Navajo
were eventually allowed to return to a portion of their lands.

Ironically, the Confederacy, although defending slavery, treated Native
Americans more fairly than the Union. The Confederate Constitution pro-
vided for Indian tribes to elect representatives to Congress, and the Davis
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administration removed state jurisdiction over Indian reservations, allow-
ing them complete self-government. Some tribes that owned slaves, like
the Cherokee, sided with the Confederacy. After 1865, they were forced to
cede much of their land to the federal government and to give some land to
their former slaves (the only slaveowners required to do so).

A N E W F I N A N C I A L S Y S T E M

The need to pay for the war produced dramatic changes in financial policy.
To raise money, the government increased the tariff to unprecedented
heights (thus promoting the further growth of northern industry), imposed
new taxes on the production and consumption of goods, and enacted the
nation’s first income tax. It also borrowed more than $2 billion by selling
interest-bearing bonds, thus creating an immense national debt. And it
printed more than $400 million worth of paper money, called “greenbacks,”
declared to be legal tender—that is, money that must be accepted for nearly
all public and private payments and debts. To rationalize the banking sys-
tem, Congress established a system of nationally chartered banks, which
were required to purchase government bonds and were given the right to
issue bank notes as currency. A heavy tax drove money issued by state
banks out of existence. Thus, the United States, whose money supply before
the war was a chaotic mixture of paper notes issued by state and local banks,
now had essentially two kinds of national paper currency—greenbacks
printed directly by the federal government, and notes issued by the new
national banks.

Along with profitable contracts to supply goods for the military effort,
wartime economic policies greatly benefited northern manufacturers, rail-
road men, and financiers. Numerous Americans who would take the lead
in reshaping the nation’s postwar economy created or consolidated their
fortunes during the Civil War, among them iron and steel entrepreneur
Andrew Carnegie, oil magnate John D. Rockefeller, financiers Jay Gould
and J. P. Morgan, and Philip D. Armour, who earned millions supplying beef
to the Union army. These and other “captains of industry” managed to

5 6 4 C H . 1 4 A N e w B i r t h o f F r e e d o m : T h e C i v i l W a r, 1 8 6 1 – 1 8 6 5 T H E S E C O N D A M E R I C A N
R E V O L U T I O N

A Union soldier stands guard over a
group of Indians during the Navajo’s Long
Walk, in which the army removed them
from their New Mexico homeland to a
reservation hundreds of miles away.



escape military service, sometimes by purchasing exemptions or hiring
substitutes, as allowed by the draft law.

Taken together, the Union’s economic policies vastly increased the
power and size of the federal government. The federal budget for 1865
exceeded $1 billion—nearly twenty times that of 1860. With its new army
of clerks, tax collectors, and other officials, the government became the
nation’s largest employer. And while much of this expansion proved tem-
porary, the government would never return to its weak and fragmented
condition of the prewar period.

W O M E N A N D T H E W A R

For many northern women, the conflict opened new doors of opportunity.
Women took advantage of the wartime labor shortage to move into jobs in
factories and into certain largely male professions, particularly nursing.
The expansion of the activities of the national government opened new
jobs for women as clerks in government offices. Many of these wartime
gains were short-lived, but in white-collar government jobs, retail sales,
and nursing, women found a permanent place in the workforce.

Some northern women took a direct part in military campaigns. Clara
Barton, a clerk in the Patent Office in Washington, D.C., when the war
began, traveled with the Army of Northern Virginia, helping to organize
supply lines and nursing wounded soldiers. Barton worked alone rather
than as a part of the Department of Female Nurses, and she never received
compensation from the government.

Hundreds of thousands of northern women took part in organiza-
tions that gathered money and medical supplies for soldiers and sent
books, clothing, and food to freedmen. The United States Sanitary
Commission emerged as a centralized national relief agency to coordinate
donations on the northern home front. Although control at the national
level remained in male hands, patriotic women did most of the grass-
roots work. Women played the leading role in organizing Sanitary Fairs—
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Filling Cartridges at the U. S. Arsenal
of Watertown, Massachusetts, an
engraving from Harper’s Weekly,
September 21, 1861. Both men and
women were drawn to work in the
booming war-related industries of the
North.

A female nurse photographed between two
wounded Union soldiers in a Nashville
military hospital in 1862. Many northern
women served the army as nurses during
the war.



grand bazaars that displayed military banners, uniforms, and other relics
of the war and sold goods to raise money for soldiers’ aid. New York City’s
three-week fair of 1864 attracted a crowd of 30,000 and raised more than
$1 million.

Many men understood women’s war work as an extension of their “nat-
ural” capacity for self-sacrifice. But the very act of volunteering to work in
local soldiers’ aid societies brought many northern women into the public
sphere and offered them a taste of independence. The suffrage movement
suspended operations during the war to devote itself to the Union and
emancipation. But women’s continuing lack of the vote seemed all the
more humiliating as their involvement in war work increased.

From the ranks of this wartime mobilization came many of the leaders
of the postwar movement for women’s rights. Mary
Livermore, the wife of a Chicago minister, for exam-
ple, toured military hospitals to assess their needs,
cared for injured and dying soldiers, and organized
two Sanitary Fairs. She emerged from the war with a
deep resentment of women’s legal and political subor-
dination and organized her state’s first woman suf-
frage convention. Women, she had concluded, must
“think and act for themselves.” After the war, Clara
Barton not only became an advocate of woman suf-
frage but, as president of the American National Red
Cross, lobbied for the United States to endorse the
First Geneva Convention of 1864, which mandated
the humane treatment of battlefield casualties.
Largely as a result of Barton’s efforts, the Senate rati-
fied the convention in 1882. (Subsequent Geneva
Conventions in the twentieth century would deal
with the treatment of prisoners of war and civilians
during wartime.)
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Camp of Thirty-first Pennsylvania
Infantry, Near Washington, D.C., an
1862 photograph by the Mathew Brady
studio. Many women worked for the army
as laundresses. Some accompanied their
husbands and even brought their children.

Whimsical potholders expressing hope for
a better life for emancipated slaves were
sold at the Chicago Sanitary Fair of 1865,
to raise money for soldiers’ aid.



T H E D I V I D E D N O R T H

Despite Lincoln’s political skills, the war and his administration’s policies
divided northern society. Republicans labeled those opposed to the
war Copperheads, after a poisonous snake that strikes without warning.
Mounting casualties and rapid societal changes divided the North.
Disaffection was strongest among the large southern-born population of
states like Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois and working-class Catholic immi-
grants in eastern cities.

As the war progressed, it heightened existing social tensions and created
new ones. The growing power of the federal government challenged tradi-
tional notions of local autonomy. The Union’s draft law, which allowed indi-
viduals to provide a substitute or buy their way out of the army, caused wide-
spread indignation. Workers resented manufacturers and financiers who
reaped large profits while their own real incomes dwindled because
of inflation. The war witnessed the rebirth of the northern labor movement,
which organized numerous strikes for higher wages. The prospect of a
sweeping change in the status of blacks called forth a racist reaction in many
parts of the North. Throughout the war, the Democratic Party subjected
Lincoln’s policies to withering criticism, although it remained divided
between “War Democrats,” who supported the military effort while criticiz-
ing emancipation and the draft, and those who favored immediate peace.

On occasion, dissent degenerated into outright violence. In July 1863, the
introduction of the draft provoked four days of rioting in New York City.
The mob, composed largely of Irish immigrants, assaulted symbols of the
new order being created by the war—draft offices, the mansions of wealthy
Republicans, industrial establishments, and the city’s black population,
many of whom fled to New Jersey or took refuge in Central Park. Only the
arrival of Union troops quelled the uprising, but not before more than 100
persons had died.
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The Riots in New York: The Mob
Lynching a Negro in Clarkson Street,
an engraving from the British magazine
Illustrated London News, August 8,
1863, reveals how the New York City
draft riots escalated from an attempt to
obstruct the draft into an assault on the
city’s black population.



T H E C O N F E D E R AT E N AT I O N

L E A D E R S H I P A N D G O V E R N M E N T

The man charged with the task of rallying public support for the
Confederacy proved unequal to the task. Born in 1808 in Kentucky, within
eight months and 100 miles of Lincoln’s birth, Jefferson Davis had moved
to Mississippi as a youth, attended West Point, and acquired a large planta-
tion. Aloof, stubborn, and humorless, he lacked Lincoln’s common touch
and political flexibility. Although known before the war as the “Cicero of
the Senate” for his eloquent speeches, Davis, unlike Lincoln, proved unable
to communicate the war’s meaning effectively to ordinary men and
women. Moreover, the Confederacy’s lack of a party system proved to be a
political liability. Like the founders of the American republic, southern
leaders saw parties as threats to national unity. As a result, Davis lacked a
counterpart to the well-organized Republican Party, which helped to mobi-
lize support for the Lincoln administration.

Under Davis, the Confederate nation became far more centralized than
the Old South had been. The government raised armies from scratch, took
control of southern railroads, and built manufacturing plants. But it failed
to find an effective way of utilizing the South’s major economic resource,
cotton. In the early part of the war, the administration tried to suppress cot-
ton production, urging planters to grow food instead and banning cotton
exports. This, it was hoped, would promote economic self-sufficiency and
force Great Britain, whose textile mills could not operate without southern
cotton, to intervene on the side of the Confederacy.
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The centrality of slavery to the
Confederacy is illustrated by the paper
money issued by state governments and
private banks, which frequently
juxtaposed scenes of slaves at work with
other revered images. The ten-dollar note
of the Eastern Bank of Alabama depicts
slaves working in the field and at a port,
along with an idealized portrait of
southern white womanhood. Alabama’s
five-dollar bill includes an overseer
directing slaves in the field, and a symbol
of liberty.



“King Cotton diplomacy” turned out to be
ineffective. Large crops in 1859 and 1860 had cre-
ated a huge stockpile in English warehouses. By
the time distress hit the manufacturing districts
in 1862, the government of Prime Minister
Palmerston had decided not to intervene, partly
because Britain needed northern wheat almost as
much as southern cotton. But the Confederate
policy had far-reaching global consequences.
Recognizing their overdependence on southern
cotton, other nations moved to expand produc-
tion. Britain promoted cultivation of the crop in
Egypt and India, and Russia did the same in parts
of Central Asia. As a result, the resumption of
American cotton production after the war led
directly to a worldwide crisis of overproduction
that drove down the price of cotton, impoverish-
ing farmers around the world.

Nor did Davis deal effectively with obstruc-
tionist governors like Joseph E. Brown of
Georgia, who denounced the Confederate draft
as “a dangerous usurpation” of states’ rights and
individual liberty. All in all, Davis was so inferior
to Lincoln as a wartime leader that one historian
has suggested that had the North and South
exchanged presidents, the South would have
won the war.

T H E I N N E R C I V I L W A R

As the war progressed, social change and internal turmoil engulfed much
of the Confederacy. At the outset, most white southerners rallied to the
Confederate cause. No less fervently than northern troops, southern sol-
diers spoke of their cause in the language of freedom. “We are fighting for
our liberty,” wrote one volunteer, without any sense of contradiction,
“against tyrants of the North . . . who are determined to destroy slavery.”
But public disaffection eventually became an even more serious problem for
the Confederacy than for the Union.

Even as it waged a desperate struggle for independence, the South found
itself increasingly divided. One grievance was the draft. Like the Union, the
Confederacy allowed individuals to provide a substitute. Because of the
accelerating disintegration of slavery, it also exempted one white male for
every twenty slaves on a plantation (thus releasing many overseers and
planters’ sons from service). The “twenty-negro” provision convinced
many yeomen that the struggle for southern independence had become “a
rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight.”

E C O N O M I C P R O B L E M S

Economic deprivation also sparked disaffection. As the blockade tightened,
areas of the Confederacy came under Union occupation, and production by
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A drawing by Langdon Cheves III,
the teenage grandson of a prominent
South Carolina political leader, depicts a
Confederate killing a Yankee officer.



slaves declined, shortages arose of essential com-
modities such as salt, corn, and meat. The war left
countless farms, plantations, businesses, and rail-
roads in ruins. The economic crisis, which stood
in glaring contrast to the North’s boom, was an
unavoidable result of the war. But Confederate
policies exaggerated its effects. War requires sacri-
fice, and civilian support for war depends, in part,
on the belief that sacrifice is being fairly shared.
Many non-slaveholders, however, became con-
vinced that they were bearing an unfair share of
the war’s burdens.

Like the Union, the Confederacy borrowed
heavily to finance the war. Unlike federal
lawmakers, however, the planter-dominated
Confederate Congress proved unwilling to levy
heavy taxes that planters would have to pay.
It relied on paper money, of which it issued
$1.5 billion, far more than the North’s green-
backs. Congress also authorized military officers
to seize farm goods to supply the army, paying
with increasingly worthless Confederate money.
Small farmers deeply resented this practice,

known as “impressment.” “The Rebel army treated us a heap worse than
[Union general William T.] Sherman did,” a Georgia farmer later recalled. “I
had hogs, and a mule, and a horse, and they took them all.” Numerous yeo-
man families, many of whom had gone to war to preserve their economic
independence, sank into poverty and debt. Food riots broke out in many
places, including Richmond, Virginia, and Mobile, Alabama, where in 1863
large crowds of women plundered army food supplies.

In 1862, Joshua B. Moore, a slaveholder in northern Alabama, comment-
ed on how slavery threatened the Confederate war effort: “Men who have no
interest in it,” he wrote, “are not going to fight through a long war to save
it—never. They will tire of it and quit.” As the war progressed, desertion
became what one officer called a “crying evil” for the southern armies. By
the war’s end, more than 100,000 men had deserted, almost entirely from
among “the poorest class of nonslaveholders whose labor is indispensable to
the daily support of their families.” Men, another official noted, “cannot be
expected to fight for the government that permits their wives and children
to starve.”

S O U T H E R N U N I O N I S T S

By 1864, organized peace movements had appeared in several southern
states, and secret societies such as the Heroes of America were actively
promoting disaffection. Confederate military tribunals imprisoned hun-
dreds of Unionists. Others were violently driven from their homes, and a
few were executed by the army or civilian authorities. But southerners
loyal to the Union made a significant contribution to northern victory. By
the end of the war, an estimated 50,000 white southerners had fought in the
Union armies.
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An engraving in the New York
Illustrated News depicts the bread
riot that took place in Mobile, Alabama,
in the fall of 1863.



One of the most celebrated Union heroes of the war was Elizabeth Van
Lew of Richmond, who had persuaded her mother to free the family’s
slaves when her father died in 1843. During the war she frequently visited
Libby Prison in the Confederate capital, bringing supplies to Union prisoners
of war and helping some of them to escape. With the aid of Mary Elizabeth
Bowser, a former slave of the Van Lew family who worked as a servant in
the southern White House, Van Lew passed information about Confederate
plans to Union forces.

W O M E N A N D T H E C O N F E D E R A C Y

Even more than in the North, the war placed unprecedented burdens on
southern white women. Left alone on farms and plantations, they were
often forced to manage business affairs and discipline slaves, previously the
responsibility of men. As in the North, women mobilized to support soldiers
in the field and stepped out of their traditional “sphere” to run commercial
establishments and work in arms factories. In Richmond, “government
girls” staffed many of the clerkships in the new Confederate bureaucracy.
Rose Greenhow, the widow of a former American diplomat, headed an espi-
onage ring in Washington, D.C., that passed valuable information about
Union troop movements to the Confederacy early in the war. Even after her
arrest and jailing, she managed to smuggle out intelligence until she was
exiled to Richmond in 1862. Jefferson Davis rewarded Greenhow with
$2,500 for her services.

Southern women’s self-sacrificing devotion to the cause became leg-
endary. But as the war went on and the death toll mounted, increasing
numbers of women came to believe that the goal of independence was not
worth the cost. The growing disaffection of southern white women, con-
veyed in letters to loved ones at the front, contributed to the decline in
civilian morale and encouraged desertion from the army.

B L A C K S O L D I E R S F O R T H E C O N F E D E R A C Y

The growing shortage of white manpower eventually led Confederate
authorities to a decision no one could have foreseen when the war began:
they authorized the arming of slaves to fight for the South. As early as
September 1863, a Mississippi newspaper had argued for freeing and enlist-
ing able-bodied black men. “Let them,” it wrote, “be declared free, placed in
the ranks, and told to fight for their homes and country.” But many slave-
holders fiercely resisted this idea, and initially, the Confederate Senate
rejected it. Not until March 1865, after Robert E. Lee had endorsed the plan,
did the Confederate Congress authorize the arming of slaves.

The war ended before the recruitment of black soldiers actually began.
But the Confederate army did employ numerous blacks, nearly all of them
slaves, as laborers. This later led to some confusion over whether blacks
actually fought for the Confederacy—apart from a handful who “passed”
for white, none in fact did. But the South’s decision to raise black troops
illustrates how the war undermined not only slavery but also the proslav-
ery ideology. “The day you make soldiers of them is the beginning of the
end of the revolution,” declared Howell Cobb, a Georgia planter and politi-
cian. “If slaves make good soldiers, our whole theory of slavery is wrong.”
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T U R N I N G P O I N T S

G E T T Y S B U R G A N D V I C K S B U R G

Despite the accelerating demise of slavery and the decline of morale in the
South, the war’s outcome remained very much in doubt for much of its
third and fourth years. In April 1863, “Fighting Joe” Hooker, who had suc-
ceeded Ambrose E. Burnside as the Union commander in the East, brought
the Army of the Potomac into central Virginia to confront Lee.
Outnumbered two to one, Lee repelled Hooker’s attack at Chancellorsville,
although he lost his ablest lieutenant, “Stonewall” Jackson, mistakenly
killed by fire from his own soldiers.

Lee now gambled on another invasion of the North, although his strate-
gic objective remains unclear. Perhaps he believed a defeat on its own terri-
tory would destroy the morale of the northern army and public. In any
event, the two armies, with Union soldiers now under the command of
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In July 1863, the Union won major
victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg.



General George G. Meade, met at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on the first
three days of July 1863. With 165,000 troops involved, Gettysburg remains
the largest battle ever fought on the North American continent. Lee found
himself in the unusual position of confronting entrenched Union forces.
After two days of failing to dislodge them, he decided to attack the center
of the Union line. On July 3, Confederate forces, led by Major General
George E. Pickett’s crack division, marched across an open field toward
Union forces. Withering artillery and rifle fire met the charge, and most of
Pickett’s soldiers never reached Union lines. Of the 14,000 men who made
the advance—the flower of Lee’s army—fewer than half returned. Later
remembered as “the high tide of the Confederacy,” Pickett’s Charge was
also Lee’s greatest blunder. His army retreated to Virginia, never again to set
foot on northern soil.

On the same day that Lee began his retreat from Gettysburg, the Union
achieved a significant victory in the West. Late in 1862, Grant had moved
into Mississippi toward the city of Vicksburg. From its heights, defended
by miles of trenches and earthworks, the Confederacy commanded the cen-
tral Mississippi River. When direct attacks failed, as did an attempt to
divert the river by digging a canal, Grant launched a siege. On July 4, 1863,
Vicksburg surrendered, and with it John C. Pemberton’s army of 30,000
men, a loss the Confederacy could ill afford. The entire Mississippi Valley
now lay in Union hands. The simultaneous defeats at Gettysburg and
Vicksburg dealt a heavy blow to southern morale. “Today absolute ruin
seems our portion,” one official wrote in his diary. “The Confederacy totters
to its destruction.”

1 8 6 4

Nearly two years, however, would pass before the war ended. Brought east
to take command of Union forces, Grant in 1864 began a war of attrition
against Lee’s army in Virginia. That is, he was willing to accept high num-
bers of casualties, knowing that the North could replace its manpower
losses while the South could not. Grant understood that to bring the
North’s manpower advantage into play, he must attack continuously “all
along the line,” thereby preventing the enemy from concentrating its
forces or retreating to safety after an engagement.

In May 1864, the 115,000-man Army of the Potomac crossed the Rapidan
River to do battle with Lee’s forces in Virginia. A month of the war’s blood-
iest fighting followed. Grant and Lee first encountered each other in the
Wilderness, a wild, shrub-covered region where, one participant recalled,
“it was as though Christian men had turned to fiends, and hell itself had
usurped the place of earth.” Grant’s army suffered 18,000 casualties, while
Lee’s far smaller forces incurred 7,500. Previous Union generals had broken
off engagements after losses of this magnitude. But Grant continued to
press forward, attacking again at Spotsylvania and then at Cold Harbor. At
the end of six weeks of fighting, Grant’s casualties stood at 60,000—almost
the size of Lee’s entire army—while Lee had lost 30,000 men. The sustained
fighting in Virginia was a turning point in modern warfare. With daily
combat and a fearsome casualty toll, it had far more in common with the
trench warfare of World War I (discussed in Chapter 19) than the almost
gentlemanly fighting with which the Civil War began.
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Generals Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S.
Grant, leaders of the opposing armies in
the East, 1864–1865.



Grant had become the only Union general to maintain the initiative against
Lee, but at a cost that led critics to label him a “butcher of men.” Victory still
eluded him. Grant attempted to capture Petersburg, which controlled the rail-
way link to Richmond, but Lee got to Petersburg first, and Grant settled in for
a prolonged siege. Meanwhile, General William T. Sherman, who had moved
his forces into Georgia from Tennessee, encountered dogged resistance from
Confederate troops. Not until September 1864 did he finally enter Atlanta,
seizing Georgia’s main railroad center.

As casualty rolls mounted in the spring and summer of 1864, northern
morale sank to its lowest point of the war. Lincoln for a time believed he
would be unable to win reelection. In May, hoping to force Lincoln to step
aside, Radical Republicans nominated John C. Frémont on a platform calling
for a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery, federal protection of the
freedmen’s rights, and confiscation of the land of leading Confederates. The
Democratic candidate for president, General George B. McClellan, was ham-
pered from the outset of the campaign by a platform calling for an immedi-
ate cease-fire and peace conference—a plan that even war-weary northern-
ers viewed as equivalent to surrender. In the end, Frémont withdrew, and
buoyed by Sherman’s capture of Atlanta, Lincoln won a sweeping victory.
He captured every state but Kentucky, Delaware, and New Jersey. The result
ensured that the war would continue until the Confederacy’s defeat.

R E H E A R S A L S F O R R E C O N S T R U C T I O N
A N D T H E E N D O F T H E WA R

As the war drew toward a close and more and more parts of the Confederacy
came under Union control, federal authorities found themselves presiding
over the transition from slavery to freedom. In South Carolina, Louisiana,
and other parts of the South, debates took place over issues—access to land,
control of labor, and the new structure of political power—that would
reverberate in the postwar world.

T H E S E A I S L A N D E X P E R I M E N T

The most famous “rehearsal for Reconstruction” took place on the Sea
Islands just off the coast of South Carolina. The war was only a few months
old when, in November 1861, the Union navy occupied the islands. Nearly
the entire white population fled, leaving behind some 10,000 slaves. The
navy was soon followed by other northerners—army officers, Treasury
agents, prospective investors in cotton land, and a group known as
Gideon’s Band, which included black and white reformers and teachers
committed to uplifting the freed slaves. Each of these groups, in addition to
the islands’ black population, had its own view of how the transition to
freedom should be organized. And journalists reported every development
on the islands to an eager reading public in the North.

Convinced that education was the key to making self-reliant, productive
citizens of the former slaves, northern-born teachers like Charlotte Forten,
a member of one of Philadelphia’s most prominent black families, and
Laura M. Towne, a white native of Pittsburgh, devoted themselves to teaching
the freed blacks. Towne, who in 1862 helped to establish Penn school on
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St. Helena Island, remained there as a teacher until her death in 1901. Like
many of the Gideonites, Towne and Forten assumed that blacks needed out-
side guidance to appreciate freedom. But they sympathized with the for-
mer slaves’ aspirations, central to which was the desire for land.

Other northerners, however, believed that the transition from slave to
free labor meant not giving blacks land but enabling them to work for
wages in more humane conditions than under slavery. When the federal
government put land on the islands up for sale, most was acquired not by
former slaves but by northern investors bent upon demonstrating the supe-
riority of free wage labor and turning a tidy profit at the same time. By
1865, the Sea Island experiment was widely held to be a success. Black fam-
ilies were working for wages, acquiring education, and enjoying better
shelter and clothing and a more varied diet than under slavery. But the
experiment also bequeathed to postwar Reconstruction the contentious
issue of whether land ownership should accompany black freedom.

W A R T I M E R E C O N S T R U C T I O N I N T H E W E S T

A very different rehearsal for Reconstruction, involving a far larger area
and population than the Sea Islands, took place in Louisiana and the
Mississippi Valley. After the capture of Vicksburg, the Union army estab-
lished regulations for plantation labor. Military authorities insisted that
the emancipated slaves must sign labor contracts with plantation owners
who took an oath of loyalty. But, unlike before the war, they would be paid
wages and provided with education, physical punishment was prohibited,
and their families were safe from disruption by sale.

Neither side was satisfied with the new labor system. Blacks resented
having to resume working for whites and being forced to sign labor con-
tracts. Planters complained that their workers were insubordinate. Without
the whip, they insisted, discipline could not be enforced. But only occasion-
ally did army officers seek to implement a different vision of freedom. At
Davis Bend, Mississippi, site of the cotton plantations of Jefferson Davis
and his brother Joseph, General Grant decided to establish a “negro para-

What were the mos t impor tant wart ime “rehearsa l s f or Recons truc t i on”? 5 7 5

Teachers in the Freedmen’s Schools in
Norfolk, 1863, a photograph of a group of
black and white teachers who brought
education to former slaves in a Union-
occupied part of Virginia.

Diagram of plots selected by former slaves
on Port Royal Island, South Carolina,
January 25, 1864. Taking advantage of
a sale of abandoned property, eighteen
blacks (seventeen men and one woman)
selected plots on a Sea Island plantation
for purchase.



dise.” Here, rather than being forced to labor for white owners, the emanci-
pated slaves saw the land divided among themselves. In addition, a system
of government was established that allowed the former slaves to elect their
own judges and sheriffs.

T H E P O L I T I C S O F W A R T I M E R E C O N S T R U C T I O N

As the Civil War progressed, the future political status of African-Americans
emerged as a key dividing line in public debates. Events in Union-occupied
Louisiana brought the issue to national attention. Hoping to establish a
functioning civilian government in the state, Lincoln in 1863 announced
his Ten-Percent Plan of Reconstruction. He essentially offered an amnesty
and full restoration of rights, including property except for slaves, to
nearly all white southerners who took an oath affirming loyalty to the
Union and support for emancipation. When 10 percent of the voters of
1860 had taken the oath, they could elect a new state government, which
would be required to abolish slavery. Lincoln’s plan offered no role to
blacks in shaping the post-slavery order. His leniency toward southern
whites seems to have been based on the assumption that many former
slaveholders would come forward to accept his terms, thus weakening the
Confederacy, shortening the war, and gaining white support for the ending
of slavery.

Another group now stepped onto the stage of politics—the free blacks of
New Orleans, who saw the Union occupation as a golden opportunity to
press for equality before the law and a role in government for themselves.
Their complaints at being excluded under Lincoln’s Reconstruction plan
won a sympathetic hearing from Radical Republicans in Congress. By the
summer of 1864, dissatisfaction with events in Louisiana helped to inspire
the Wade-Davis Bill, named for two leading Republican members of Congress.
This bill required a majority (not one-tenth) of white male southerners to
pledge support for the Union before Reconstruction could begin in any
state, and it guaranteed blacks equality before the law, although not the
right to vote. The bill passed Congress only to die when Lincoln refused to
sign it and Congress adjourned. As the war drew to a close, it was clear that
while slavery was dead, no agreement existed as to what social and politi-
cal system should take its place.

V I C T O R Y A T L A S T

After Lincoln’s reelection, the war hastened to its conclusion. In November
1864, Sherman and his army of 60,000 set out from Atlanta on their March
to the Sea. Cutting a sixty-mile-wide swath through the heart of Georgia,
they destroyed railroads, buildings, and all the food and supplies they
could not use. His aim, Sherman wrote, was “to whip the rebels, to humble
their pride, to follow them to their innermost recesses, and make them fear
and dread us.” Here was modern war in all its destructiveness, even though
few civilians were physically harmed. In January 1865, after capturing
Savannah, Sherman moved into South Carolina, bringing even greater
destruction. Anarchy reigned on the plantations as slaves drove off remain-
ing overseers, destroyed planters’ homes, plundered smokehouses and
storerooms, and claimed the land for themselves.
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On January 31, 1865, Congress approved the Thirteenth Amendment,
which abolished slavery throughout the entire Union—and in so doing,
introduced the word “slavery” into the Constitution for the first time. In
March, in his second inaugural address, Lincoln called for reconciliation:
“with malice toward none, with charity for all, . . . let us . . . bind up the
nation’s wounds.” Yet he also leveled a harsh judgment on the nation’s past.
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Unlike the northern clergy, who were sure of what God intended, Lincoln
suggested that man does not know God’s will—a remarkably modest state-
ment on the eve of Union victory. Perhaps, Lincoln suggested, God had
brought on the war to punish the entire nation, not just the South, for the
sin of slavery. And if God willed that the war continue until all the wealth
created by 250 years of slave labor had been destroyed, and “every drop of
blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword,”
this too would be an act of justice (see the Appendix for the full text).

April 1865 brought some of the most momentous events in American
history. On April 2, Grant finally broke through Lee’s lines at Petersburg,
forcing the Army of Northern Virginia to abandon the city and leaving
Richmond defenseless. The following day, Union soldiers occupied the
southern capital. At the head of one black army unit marched its chaplain,
Garland H. White, a former fugitive from slavery. Called upon by a large
crowd to make a speech, White, as he later recalled, proclaimed “for the
first time in that city freedom to all mankind.” Then the “doors of all the
slave pens were thrown open and thousands came out shouting and prais-
ing God, and Father, or Master Abe.”

On April 4, heedless of his own safety, Lincoln walked the streets of
Richmond accompanied only by a dozen sailors. At every step he was
besieged by former slaves, some of whom fell on their knees before the
embarrassed president, who urged them to remain standing. Meanwhile,
Lee and his army headed west, only to be encircled by Grant’s forces.
Realizing that further resistance was useless, Lee surrendered at Appomattox
Courthouse, Virginia, on April 9. Although some Confederate units
remained in the field, the Civil War was over.

Lincoln did not live to savor victory. On April 11, in what proved to be his
last speech, he called publicly for the first time for limited black suffrage.
Three days later, while attending a performance at Ford’s Theatre in
Washington, D.C., the president was mortally wounded by John Wilkes
Booth, one of the nation’s most celebrated actors. Lincoln died the next
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morning. A train carried the president’s body to its final resting place in
Illinois on a winding 1,600-mile journey that illustrated how tightly the
railroad now bound the northern states. Grieving crowds lined the train
route, and solemn processions carried the president’s body to lie in state
in major cities so that mourners could pay their respects. It was estimated
that 300,000 persons passed by the coffin in Philadelphia, 500,000 in New
York, and 200,000 in Chicago. On May 4, 1865, Lincoln was laid to rest in
Springfield.

T H E W A R A N D T H E W O R L D

In 1877, soon after retiring as president, Ulysses S. Grant embarked with his
wife on a two-year tour of the world. At almost every location, he was greet-
ed as a modern-day hero. What did America in the aftermath of the Civil
War represent to the world? In England, the son of the duke of Wellington
greeted Grant as a military genius, the primary architect of victory in one
of the greatest wars in human history, and a fitting successor to his own
father, the general who had vanquished Napoleon. In Newcastle, parading
English workers hailed him as the man whose military prowess had saved
the world’s leading experiment in democratic government, and as a “Hero
of Freedom,” whose commander-in-chief, Abraham Lincoln, had vindicat-
ed the principles of free labor by emancipating America’s slaves. In Berlin,
Otto von Bismarck, the chancellor of Germany, welcomed Grant as a
nation-builder, who had accomplished on the battlefield something—
national unity—that Bismarck was attempting to create for his own people.
“You had to save the Union,” Bismarck commented, “just as we had to save
Germany.”

The ruins of Richmond, in an 1865
photograph by Alexander Gardner.
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T H E W A R I N A M E R I C A N H I S T O R Y

The Civil War laid the foundation for modern America, guaranteeing the
Union’s permanence, destroying slavery, and shifting power in the nation
from the South to the North (and, more specifically, from slaveowning
planters to northern capitalists). It dramatically increased the power of the
federal government and accelerated the modernization of the northern
economy. And it placed on the postwar agenda the challenge of defining
and protecting African-American freedom.

Paradoxically, both sides lost something they had gone to war to defend.
Slavery was the cornerstone of the Confederacy, but the war led inexorably
to slavery’s destruction. In the North, the war hastened the transformation
of Lincoln’s America—the world of free labor, of the small shop and inde-
pendent farmer—into an industrial giant. Americans, in the words of the
abolitionist Wendell Phillips, would “never again . . . see the republic in
which we were born.”

Late in May 1865, a little over a month after Lincoln’s death, some
200,000 veterans paraded through Washington, D.C., for the Grand Review
of the Union armies, a final celebration of the nation’s triumph. The scene
inspired the poet Bret Harte to imagine a very different parade—a “phan-
tom army” of the Union dead:

The martyred heroes of Malvern Hill,
Of Gettysburg and Chancellorsville,
The men whose wasted figures fill
The patriot graves of the nation . . .
And marching beside the others,
Came the dusky martyrs of Pillow’s fight.

To Harte, the war’s meaning ultimately lay in the sacrifices of individual
soldiers. He included in his reverie the black troops, including those massa-
cred at Fort Pillow. Blacks, Harte seemed to be saying, had achieved equality
in death. Could the nation give it to them in life?

Here was the problem that confronted the United States as the postwar
era known as Reconstruction began. “Verily,” as Frederick Douglass
declared, “the work does not end with the abolition of slavery, but only
begins.”
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CHAP T E R REV I EW

F R E E D O M Q U E S T I O N S

1. How did Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address express the new connection between free-
dom, liberty, and nation?

2. Explain how both northern and southern soldiers could claim they were fighting
for “freedom” and “liberty.”

3. Explain how both northern and southern governments restricted liberties during
the war. How were such actions justified?

4. Describe how the Civil War permanently altered the national definition of free-
dom and linked it to the survival of the nation

R E V I E W Q U E S T I O N S

1. What made the American Civil War the first modern war?

2. Explain how the North won the war by considering its material resources, military
strategy, and effective political and military leadership.

3. Describe how President Lincoln’s war aims evolved between 1861 and 1863, chang-
ing from simply preserving the Union to also ending slavery.

4. How did the Emancipation Proclamation, northern military successes, and actions
by the slaves themselves combine to finally end slavery?

5. What role did blacks play in both winning the Civil War and in defining the war’s
consequences?

6. What major policies did the wartime Congress pass that transformed the nation’s
economic and financial systems?

7. How was the American Civil War part of a global trend toward more destructive
and deadly wars?

8. Compare the end of slavery in the United States to emancipation elsewhere in the
world.

9. In what ways did the outcome of the Civil War change the United States’s status in
the world?
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first modern war (p. 539)

Monitor v. Merrimac (p. 541)

Army of the Potomac (p. 541)

Army of Northern Virginia (p. 545)

Battle of Antietam (p. 546)

contraband of war (p. 548)

Radical Republicans (p. 549)

Emancipation Proclamation
(p. 550)

black soldiers and sailors
(p. 551)

Second American Revolution
(p. 556)

Ex parte Milligan (p. 562)

transcontinental railroad (p. 563)

national banking system (p. 564)

women and war work (p. 565)

“King Cotton diplomacy” (p. 568)

southern Unionist (p. 571)

women in the Confederacy
(p. 571)

Sea Island experiment (p. 574)
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Rehearsals for Reconstruction

Event Explanation Result

Sea Island Union takes islands and Black families work for
experiment, northerners bring their wages, get an education,
1861–1865 ideas for education, and enjoy better food and

land distribution, and shelter than under slavery
employment for blacks

“Negro General Grant seizes the Grant divides the land
paradise” cotton plantations of among the freed slaves,

Jefferson Davis and his rather than have them
brother work for white owners

Ten-Percent Lincoln’s lenient plan Rejected by many black
Plan toward the South, which southerners and the Radical

offered no role for blacks Republicans in Congress

Wade-Davis Stricter reconstruction plan Pocket vetoed by Lincoln
Bill that guarantees blacks

equality before the law

R E V I E W TA B L E


