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It was March 5, 1865. The war was nearly four years old. Over one half million men from the Union and Confederate armies were dead; nearly a million more were wounded, some permanently maimed; the real and unrealized costs of the conflict measured in the billions of dollars. General Ulysses S. Grant’s Army of the Potomac was closing in on General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia around the Confederate capital of Richmond; General William Tecumseh Sherman had employed scorched warfare through Georgia and South Carolina. It was only a matter of time. President Abraham Lincoln, fresh upon a re-election victory he seriously believed he would not win, offered his second inaugural address, one of the shortest on record. As he reflected on the previous four years, the president remarked that in 1861 “all thoughts were anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While [Lincoln’s first] inaugural address was being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war--seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came.”

A “Civil War”?

Without question, the American Civil War has been the most discussed, debated, and written about event in our nation’s history. The causes and progress of the war, the heroic figures thrust upon the historical stage, the great accomplishments and disappointments, the “what ifs,” and its significance both at the time and for our nation’s subsequent development—these topics and more have been the subject of extensive research for the past one hundred and fifty years, with interpretations, analyses, and conclusions constantly modifying, revising or even completely changing. One issue that is still hotly debated is the proper name of the conflict. The most common term is “Civil War;” however, this really does not accurately explain the nature of the conflict. A true civil war is one in which members of the same nation fight for control of the national government. That is not at all what happened in the United States between 1861 and 1865. The South fought to create an independent Confederacy, while the North fought to maintain the integrity of the entire United States of America. The Confederate States of America had no interest in controlling the United States government in Washington, DC; rather, they formed their own government, first in Montgomery, Alabama and then in Richmond, Virginia, and proceeded to fight a desperate struggle to sustain it. From the southerners’ perspective, they would use the titles “War of Northern Aggression,” “War for Southern Independence,” “War in Defense of Virginia,” and “Mr. Lincoln’s War” to describe the conflict. On the other side, northerners used phrases such as “War of the Rebellion,” “War of the Insurrection,” “War to Save the Union,” “The Slaveholders’ War,” and “War of Secession” to describe the great struggle. In both cases, these terms revealed the biases each side possessed, what they believed the war was fought over, and who was responsible for it; however, none of those terms fully describes the true character of the war. Probably the best title for the conflict is “War Between the States” because that is exactly what it was. Even if one agrees with the principle of state secession, the Confederacy was still a collection of states, similar to the collection of states in the Union.  But in the case of the American “Civil War,” emotions and opinions have run so high that even agreement on what to call the event has been a challenge. So despite this ongoing debate, we will use the term “Civil War” to describe the four-year struggle between the American North and South.
Lincoln and Secession


Part of the reason for this long-standing debate on the American Civil War was, and has been, the uncertainty over the concept of state secession. Indeed, nowhere is it mentioned in, provided for, or prohibited by the US Constitution. Thus, the nation waited with breathless anticipation in the spring of 1861 to see how the Lincoln Administration would respond to this crisis and the creation of the Confederate States of America.  Though the new president was aware of the numerous post-election compromise efforts both inside and outside the government, under no circumstances did he ever entertain any compromise proposals on the territorial slavery issue.  In December 1860, the president-elect wrote to his good friend, Illinois Senator Lyman Trumball, “Let there be no compromise on the question of extending slavery.”
  To another acquaintance he wrote, “On the territorial question, I am inflexible.”
  However, this did not mean that Lincoln was not prepared to appease the South.  In his First Inaugural Address the president assured the southern states that “the property, peace and security of no section are to be in anywise endangered by the now incoming Administration.”  Regarding secession, Lincoln, without equivocation, maintained that “no state, upon its own mere motion, can lawfully get out of the Union.” In his view, secession was impractical, illegal, and impossible. In this opinion, Lincoln could rely on the words of the “Father of the Constitution” James Madison, who in July 1788 during the Constitution’s ratification debates, wrote to Alexander Hamilton, “The Constitution requires an adoption in toto, and for ever. It has been so adopted by the other States. An adoption for a limited time would be as defective as an adoption of some of the articles only.”
  From his and most Northerners’ perspective, Lincoln believed the Union of the United States was older than the Constitution.  Relying on somewhat historical shaky ground, the president asserted that the United States was “formed in fact, by the Articles of Association in 1774.  It was matured and continued by the Declaration of Independence in 1776 . . . And finally in 1787, one of the declared objects for ordaining and establishing the Constitution, was ‘to form a more perfect union.’”  In short, “the Union of these states is perpetual.”
 With this said, the president pledged to do his duty as the nation’s chief executive and warned the South that he, as the nation’s top executor of its laws, would “hold, occupy, and possess the property, and places belonging to the government, and collect the duties and imposts” owed to the federal Union.  He guaranteed the South that “beyond what may be necessary for these objects, there will be no invasion,” but was determined to “take care, as the Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me, that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all the States.”
  
But the rebel states rejected President Lincoln’s assurances regarding their safety and security in the Union, dismissed his admonitions to comply with federal law, and most assuredly rejected his opinion on the principle of secession. Believing that the Constitution merely created a compact of between the states that were free to leave the Union at any time if their rights and liberties were in any way threatened, the secessionists were determined to establish independence. To advance this goal, during the final days of the Buchanan administration leaders of the secession movement confiscated much of the federal property in the South and refused to pay taxes and duties to Washington, DC.  But despite the Buchanan’s impotence and the relative ease with which the secessionists formed the Confederate government, other problems arose concerning secession.  For example, how much of the national debt was the South obligated to take with them? How much, if any, of the territories was the Confederacy entitled?  What about fugitive slaves in the North, and federal property in the southern states?  The North and the South were geographically connected with a vast highway system of streams and rivers.  Who would control them?  Very few secessionists had even considered such vexing problems, let alone attempted to answer them.  Of course, President Lincoln never considered these issues since, in his mind, secession was impossible and the seceded states were simply in a state of rebellion under the control of misguided leaders.


The conflict between Washington and the Confederacy came to a head over the issue of federal forts.  By the time Lincoln took office in March 1861, only Fort Sumter in South Carolina and Fort Pickens in Florida were under Union control.  However, a communications blunder resulted in the evacuation of Fort Pickens, leaving Fort Sumter as the sole military installation in the South held by federal forces.  Fort Sumter presented several problems for the Lincoln administration.  It was located in Charleston Harbor and needed to be re-supplied by mid-April 1861.  Demonstrating his rejection of the principle of secession, Lincoln notified the South Carolinian governor, not Confederate president Jefferson Davis, that he would provision but not re-enforce the fort.  This meant that Lincoln did not intend to carry any weapons or munitions to the fort; instead, only food and other non-military supplies would be sent to the soldiers at Sumter.
  South Carolina refused and met Lincoln’s attempt to provision the fort with aerial bombardment on April 12, 1861.  Miraculously, no one was killed in the engagement and the fort’s Union commander Major Robert Anderson surrendered to the South two days later.  The attack on Fort Sumter confirmed to Lincoln that the South had been the aggressor and that an appropriate response was justified.  The president called for volunteers from all the state militias (each state had a quota based on its population) to suppress the revolt; however, this order to raise troops to invade another state induced four Upper South states—Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee and Arkansas—to pass Ordinances of Secession and join the Confederacy.  During the intense negotiations surrounding the secession of the Upper South, the Confederate States of America, as an incentive primarily to Virginia, offered to relocate the Confederate capital to Richmond, just one hundred miles from Washington, DC. This turned out to be a fateful decision as it meant the main theater of action, at least in the east, would be centered in Virginia.
The Border States


A major objective early in Lincoln’s presidency was to prevent additional states from joining the Confederacy.  The president’s primary concern was the Border States of Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, and Delaware, which required him to play a very delicate political game.  Failure to keep these states within the Union would make it exceedingly difficult for Lincoln to hold the Union together.  Indeed, while all of these states would ultimately remain part of the United Sates, Missouri and Kentucky contained strong Confederate sympathizers who established unofficial governments that were recognized and fully represented in the Confederate government.
 Kentucky was especially important to the integrity of the Union since the Ohio River would have provided a formidable natural border for the Confederacy.  Lincoln recognized the Bluegrass State’s importance to the Union cause when he wrote to a close friend, “I think to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game.”
  In fact, the president is reported to have told his cabinet that he that he “hoped God was on our side, but I must have Kentucky.”
 Thus, he dealt very carefully with these states, which contained slavery and strong states’ rights and disunion sentiment, although Lincoln was not averse to using strong-arm tactics when he thought them appropriate and feasible.  The president had to convince the border slave states that he believed in the “indissolubility of the Union and yet at the same time declare his pacific intentions.”  He had to be conciliatory and had to present himself “as no less an apostle of peace than of the Union.”
   In effect, this meant Lincoln, who was elected on a platform of prohibiting the extension of slavery and thus placing it on the road to ultimate extinction, could not excessively agitate the slavery issue. 

In addition to this delicate political maneuvering, Lincoln wanted the free-states to be absolutely clear why the Union was fighting the war.  On several occasions, the president declared that the United States was at war not to free slaves; rather, his first and only objective was the preservation of the Union.  In a letter to Horace Greeley, who criticized the president for not moving against slavery more forcefully, the president said, “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union”
 Moreover, he emphasized that the war had been forced on the nation by the rebellious southern states.  The Congress agreed with the president.  The Crittenden-Johnson resolution of July 22, 1861, renounced the notion that the Union government was conducting a war “in any spirit of oppression, nor for any purpose of conquest or subjugation, nor for the purpose of overthrowing or interfering with the rights or established institution of those States.”  Its purpose was “to defend and maintain the supremacy of the Constitution and to preserve the Union.”
  


The sides in the Civil War were not as obvious and simply drawn as one might think.  There were slaveholders on both sides, Unionists in the South, and proslavery sympathizers in the North.  The western portion of Virginia and the mountainous region of eastern Tennessee were hotbeds of Unionist sentiment within the Confederacy.  Not coincidentally, these were regions of the South in which slavery, or more accurately plantation slavery, did not play a significant role.  Indians of the West, primarily the Five Civilized Nations, many of whom held slaves, tended to support the South.  In fact, in October 1862, the ruling authorities of the Cherokee nation voted to officially join the Confederacy.
  In New York City, which was heavily dependent on southern cotton for its shipping industry, Democratic mayor Fernando Wood foolishly contemplated secession should President Lincoln make war on the Confederacy.  Many northern Democrats, such as Clement Vallandingham of Dayton, Ohio, openly sympathized with the South and actively worked against the Lincoln administration.  The war was also one fought between families—father against son and brother against brother.  Four of Lincoln’s brothers-in-law fought for the South and many classmates and comrades from the military academy at West Point later met each other on the battlefield.  

Advantages and Disadvantages


At first glance it would appear that the North held the overwhelming advantage over the South and that conflict would be a short one, and in the end, the Union’s advantages proved to be the difference.  But the South held several advantages that prolonged the war beyond anyone’s imagination.  In fact, the Confederacy held similar advantages as the colonists during the War for American Independence.  First, it only had to fight a defensive war; if the Confederacy fought to a draw, it would win its independence.  Like the colonials, the southerners had only to retain the territory they already occupied; indeed, at the beginning of the war, with a few minor exceptions, enemy forces occupied no Confederate territory, a rarity in internal civil conflicts.
 Thus, the Union forces had to invade and conquer the South.  Second, the Confederacy contained the most talented officers.  Robert E. Lee, Joseph E. Johnston, and Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson were better soldiers than any the North could claim, especially at the beginning of the war. Indeed, as an inducement to keep Virginia in the Union, President Lincoln, through General-in Chief of the army Winfield Scott, offered the command of the Union army to Lee, who refused the assignment when his state voted to join the Confederacy.  Moreover, the southerners proved to be better fighters; their culture born and bred them to fight and the rural setting made them better marksmen and horsemen; indeed, General Scott cautioned Lincoln not to engage the Confederates too soon, before the raw recruits from the Union had been sufficiently trained to face the more experienced southerners.
  Additionally, since most of the war was fought on southern territory; they knew the terrain and had knowledge of roads that did not appear on maps.  Southern partisans also seized weapons from federal arsenals, giving the region an ample supply of weapons throughout most of the war.  


The Confederacy, however, also suffered from some serious disadvantages that in the end proved to be their undoing.  The economy was the South’s greatest weakness; three-fourths of the America’s wealth was concentrated in the free-states while seventy-five percent of the nation’s thirty thousand miles of railroad track was located north of the Mason-Dixon Line.  While they had plenty of weapons and ammunition, the Confederates suffered from chronic shortages of food and supplies, such as uniforms, blankets, and shoes.  This deficiency affected more than just the Confederate military.  Civilian shortages of basic needs led to numerous riots and demonstrations, the most famous of which occurred in Richmond in April 1863.  Representing the complete social breakdown and economic distress of the Confederacy, the Richmond Bread Riot occurred when hundreds of southern women protested to the Richmond government over the lack of food; soon the demonstration turned violent and only the intervention of President Davis himself calmed and dispersed the crowd.
  These persistent shortages suffered by the Confederacy were due largely to the ineptness of the Confederate government, but they were also the result of a determined Union strategy to economically squeeze the rebel states.  The North controlled the sea by initiating a military blockade that cut off a significant portion the South’s commerce and, despite some successful blockade runners, severely reduced the regions food and supply resources. 

Another hidden disadvantage for the Confederacy was its over confidence of their prospects for winning independence.  Many reasons account for this optimism, such as the righteousness of their cause, their military leadership, and the low opinion many southerners held concerning their northern cousins fighting prowess.  But another important reason for this optimism was their grossly over inflated perception of the world’s dependence on its cotton.  It is true that Europe’s ruling classes sympathized with the South primarily because cotton drove the British textile industry and the English aristocracy admired the region’s feudal-like society.  British textiles received seventy-five percent of their cotton from the South and Britain controlled the world’s textile industry.  A sudden cutoff of this cotton supply could have presented a serious threat to the whole British economy.  As a result of its misplaced opinion of its significance in the global cotton market, the Confederacy initiated a cotton embargo in an attempt to force European recognition.  Unfortunately for the Confederacy, this highly centralized and authoritarian policy—again, curious for a nation founded on the principle of federalism and states’ rights—had a limited impact on Europe’s cotton supply but a devastating effect on southern cotton growers.  An oversupply of cotton, combined with new cotton sources from Egypt and India, decreased the British need for Dixie cotton in the 1860s.  Furthermore, Union armies either captured Confederate cotton fields or purchased it from other sources and shipped it to Europe, minimizing England’s dependence on the South’s supply. Despite South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond’s proclamation that “Cotton is King,” the Confederacy’s over-confidence in its principle agricultural product, the slave labor that produced it, and the high-handed coercion employed to enforce the embargo ultimately doomed the southern cause.
 Indeed, William J. Bennett is unquestionably correct when he says, “Other than secession itself, this may have been the Southern leaders’ worst miscalculation.”


In addition to its economic dominance, the North also possessed a clear advantage in population.  The Union possessed overwhelming numbers in manpower—19.1 million to 9.1 million.  This advantage stemmed, in part, from the influx of European immigration to the free-states during the antebellum years.  Very few newcomers to the United States settled in the South.  This was due mainly to their abhorrence of slavery and the plantation system—indeed, most immigrants fled oppressive regimes in Europe and they equated the South’s landed aristocracy to conditions in the Old World—but it also stemmed from the fact that the North provided more opportunities for the newcomer.  Most immigrants to America sought economic opportunities and political freedom, and the South, with its entrenched plantation system economy, provided neither.  This immigration magnified the already significant northern population advantage.  As the war progressed, the disparity between the North and South in virtually all aspects of the conflict deepened and magnified the northern advantages and southern disadvantages.  It would be accurate to say that the North emerged victorious because it was able to outlast its opponent in a war of attrition, which is what the conflict became.

Jefferson Davis and Abraham Lincoln


Perhaps the greatest advantage for the Union was its political leadership, chiefly the contrasting qualities of each side’s president.  Confederate President Jefferson Davis, who would have preferred to serve as a Confederate military commander, did not possess the character of an effective chief executive and did not enjoy personal popularity.  Two reasons explain these deficiencies.  One was the general weakness of the structure of Confederate government.  As mentioned earlier, the seceded states formulated a constitution similar to the federal Constitution with a special provision that protected property in slaves.  However, the inherent philosophical contradiction, as well as practical difficulties, of a collection of states dedicated to an extreme states’ rights philosophy organizing a centralized government for the purpose of fighting a war constantly plagued Davis.  This contradiction manifested itself in a chronic lack of funds since Richmond did not possess the power to enforce taxation compliance.  It also revealed the ineptitude of the Confederate governmental structure when Davis and other Richmond government officials attempted to centrally control virtually all southern economic, political, and military activity in hopes of sustaining the war effort.  The cotton embargo, property confiscation, conscription laws, and other highhanded acts that degenerated into a sort of “war socialism,” was met with fierce opposition by radical states’ rights advocates and other state government officials, principally Georgia governor Joseph Brown.

The second problem plaguing Davis was his personality.  He constantly conflicted with the Confederate Congress; in many cases, he defied rather than led public opinion.  Though he was sincerely devoted to the South, he was severely overworked.  He “possessed intellectual distinction, dignity, and austere earnestness, but lacked breadth, and sometimes allowed temper, impatience, and personal prejudices to warp his judgment.”
  Unable to muster working coalitions with the Confederate Congress, Davis also suffered from serious opposition within his government, which did not possess any unifying or coalescing political parties.  Although the president favored secession, he tended to hold conservative views and provoked bitter opposition from southern radicals.  Fire-eater Robert Toombs remarked, “The real control of our affairs is narrowing down constantly into the hands of Davis and the old army [a reference to the domination of the Confederacy by West Point graduates], and when it gets there entirely the cause will collapse.  They have neither the ability nor the honesty to manage the revolution.”  Linton Stephens, the brother of the Confederate vice president, was much more contemptuous.  “How God has afflicted us with a ruler!  He is a little, conceited, hypocritical, snivelling, canting, malicious, ambitious, dogged, knave and fool.”

Abraham Lincoln, who provided indispensable leadership for the Union, contrasted Davis’s ineffectiveness.  Lincoln’s greatest attribute may have been his humility.  He told stories that had the effect of putting people at ease and disarming potential antagonists.  On one occasion, Lincoln is said to have asked; “Did [Secretary of War Edwin] Stanton say I was a damned fool?  Then I dare say I must be one, for Stanton is generally right and he always says what he means.”  On another occasion, Lincoln wrote apologetically to General Ulysses S. Grant following the Union victory at Vicksburg in July 1863 after the president opposed Grant’s successful strategy for the campaign: “I now wish to make the personal acknowledgment that you were right, and I was wrong.”
  
Lincoln’s humility, along with a steady internal self-confidence, can be gleaned by his cabinet choices. The individual the president appointed as his principle advisors, on the one hand, could very easily have presented a serious threat to a lesser man, but on the other hand, formed a very skilled and effective team. Secretary of State William H. Seward, Secretary of the Treasury, Salmon P. Chase, Secretary of War Simon Cameron, Attorney General Edward Bates were all rivals to Lincoln for the 1860 Republican presidential nomination. With the exception of Cameron, whose corruption and graft would result in his replacement by the honest and stern Edwin Stanton, all of Lincoln’s cabinet members performed quite effectively, even if it took some time for them to realize that the president really was in charge. Indeed, the president’s skillful handling of Secretary Chase’s ambition for the presidency by naming him Chief Justice of the Supreme Court discouraged other ambitious “allies” of the president who may have thought of challenging him for re-election during the dark days of the war.
 
But perhaps the most effective of all of President Lincoln’s advisors may have been Quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs. A Unionist from Georgia, Meigs organized the Union’s procurement, with the exception of food and arms, of all supplies, equipment, clothing, hospitals, etc., required to conduct major military operations. As William Bennett points out, “Because of Meigs’s unstinting efforts, the Union Army was better supplied, better clothed, and better sheltered than any army in history.” Due to his Georgian origins and the fact that so many of his West Point comrades had deserted the United States Army during the secession winter of 1860-61, General Meigs became quite bitter toward the Confederacy, especially its officer corps. When ordered to determine a site for a large Union cemetery, Meigs selected the front lawn of the Custis-Lee Mansion, the home of General Robert E. Lee, under whom Meigs once served. “By putting the Union dead in Lee’s front yard, Meigs knew, the Confederate commander’s family could never return to their historic home.” Later, General Lee’s son took the federal government to court for the return of the estate to the Lee family. Lee won the case and the family then sold the estate back to the United States government where it is now the site of the most famous cemetery in America, Arlington National Cemetery, where General Meigs is buried.

Lincoln also had an uncanny ability to sway public opinion.  He not only interpreted public opinion, he led it; the president formulated his views by using homespun common sense.  Lincoln certainly did not lack criticism, much of which stemmed from the poor results of his military commanders; in fact, congressional members from his own party acting through the Committee on the Conduct of the War, the press, the military, and even some members of his own cabinet hounded him throughout his presidency. These critics directed much of their focus on Lincoln as commander-in-chief; yet he turned out to be one of the nation’s greatest war-time presidents, a role that James McPherson has called “unquestionably the chief challenge of his life and the life of the nation.”
 Many of Lincoln’s detractors committed the fatal mistake of underestimating his abilities.  His folksy, down-to-earth, country bumpkin style hid a fierce, competitive, and principled disposition, in addition to a keen intellect and a piercing logic through the masterly use of metaphors. What’s more, as president, Lincoln intended to carry out undeniably the duties of his office.  When he was appointed Secretary of State, William Seward mistakenly believed he would serve as an unofficial prime minister of the administration with Lincoln playing a secondary role.  Soon, however, Seward realized Lincoln was in charge of his administration; as such, the president had a way of gently, yet firmly, demonstrating who was in charge. Over time, Lincoln became very popular with the American people—he was reelected in 1864 with nearly sixty percent of the popular vote—despite the violent criticism he faced from his own party as well as his political adversaries during the early years of his presidency.

President Lincoln and Civil Liberties

While Lincoln is viewed as a great president for leading the nation through the secession crisis and the Civil War, some have questioned his record on civil liberties.  It must be remembered that times of war sometimes require extraordinary actions to bring the conflict to a successful conclusion.  Lincoln, in saving the Union, committed questionable acts of constitutionality; however, those acts, albeit after the fact, were accepted and confirmed by the United States Congress.  (It must be pointed out that unconstitutional acts by the president cannot be approved by Congress; an unconstitutional action is unconstitutional whether committed by the executive branch, legislative branch, or both. The only remedy is to amend the Constitution.) He increased the size of the federal army without prior congressional approval and directed the secretary of the treasury to give $2 million to private citizens for military purposes.  He defied Supreme Court decisions, suspended the writ of habeas corpus, and declared martial law.  He also arranged for supervised elections in the Border States, which could have been interpreted as voter intimidation.  Overall, however, Lincoln demonstrated strength, resolution, commitment, vitality, and ruthlessness in crushing secession and preserving the Union.

Some of the criticism of Lincoln regarding civil liberties centered on his actions in the Border States.  As previously noted, President Lincoln, at times, acted harshly and coercively in dealing with Confederate supporters in these states.  He declared martial law in Maryland when southern sympathizers attempted to obstruct northern troops who were ordered to protect the nation’s capital.  In both Missouri and Kentucky, unionist and secessionist partisans formed duel governments, one favoring the Union and the other favoring the Confederacy.  This situation made Lincoln’s task of keeping those vital states in the Union even more problematic.  To this end, the president exercised extralegal, and sometimes contradictory and illogical, measures to sabotage secessionist efforts within these states to join the Confederacy or to assist unionists determined to remain in the Union.  For example, Article IV, Section 3 of the US Constitution requires consent from a state’s legislature to carve a new state out of an existing state; thus, in the western portion of Virginia, Lincoln recognized a “bogus Virginia government” that authorized the separation of the northwestern counties from the rest of the state to form the state of West Virginia in May 1862. In effect, the president “upheld the right of parts of states that opposed secession, when the majority in the state approved secession, to secede from the secessionist state and remain in the Union.”
 In other words, Lincoln recognized the right to secede from a state but not a state from the Union. Obviously, crisis situations do not lend to consistency or sound reasoning.


An interesting exercise when discussing the Civil War is to speculate on the “what ifs” and how the conflict may have been affected had these questions been answered differently.  What if the Border States had seceded?  In addition to increased man power, it would have seriously reduced the North’s economic and railroad advantage; most importantly, had the state of Maryland joined the Confederacy, Washington, DC would have been completely surrounded by enemy states.  What if there had been foreign intervention on behalf of or recognition of the South?  This certainly would have stimulated peace talks in the North and may have resulted in one of the European nations negotiating a settlement highly favorable to the Confederacy.  Furthermore, what if defeatism had taken hold in the North?  Some northerners at the beginning of the conflict seemed willing to let the South go its own way; however, when more sober minds thought about the prospects of two American nations, combined with the fact that the South initiated the hostilities at Fort Sumter, the overwhelming consensus in the free states was to fight for the Union.  What if Confederate General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, General Lee’s top lieutenant, had not died during the conflict, or General Ulysses S. Grant not emerged as a great military leader for the Union?  The outcome at the Battle of Gettysburg, the first major battle fought following Jackson’s death, may have been very different and may have changed the course of the war.  What’s more, it is likely that the North would have tired of the conflict, refused to give President Lincoln a second term, resulting in the initiation of peace negotiations favorable to the South.  These are just a few of the possible speculations and outcomes had the political and military situation taken a different course.

Union Diplomacy


President Lincoln, in addition to conducting the war effort, also had to tread carefully in the art of diplomacy.  The Trent Affair nearly torpedoed northern efforts to prevent British intervention of the Confederate side.  In this incident a union warship stopped a British mail steamer, the Trent, in international waters and arrested two Confederate diplomats whose mission was to urge British recognition of the Confederacy.  Outraged at the seizure of their ship, Britain demanded the release of its steamer and the Confederate prisoners.  Lincoln, recognizing the gravity of the situation, calmly reasoned that one war at a time was enough and wisely ordered the release of the British frigate as well as the Confederate officials.
  


Another diplomatic skirmish involved ship building in England.  British ship manufacturers, looking anywhere for business, agreed to build very fast and versatile commerce raiders that could effectively run the Union blockade.  The English disingenuously attempted to claim that this was a neutral act of ship building because the ships in question left the English shipyard unarmed and received its guns elsewhere.  Charles Francis Adams, son of John Quincy Adams and highly skilled Union minister to Great Britain, rejected this weak explanation.  He convinced the British that allowing these ships to be built was a dangerous precedent that England probably would not want reciprocated.  While the British officially claimed to have stopped the process, many of these ships saw service in the Confederate navy and captured or destroyed over 250 Yankee ships.
 Following the Union’s victory in the war, some in the United States sought to acquire Canada as payment for Britain’s assistance to the Confederacy. If not for the skillful diplomacy of Queen Victoria and Sir John A. MacDonald, Canada’s first Prime Minister, this was a real possibility. In the end, the United States used its newfound strength and influence to convince Great Britain to grant Canada dominion status. In the British North America Act of March 1867, Canada remained a part of the British Empire but with a greater measure of unity and self-government.
 

European nations, recognizing the vulnerability of the American republic, attempted to capitalize on the American crisis.  The reckless French emperor Napoleon III sought to gain influence in North America by installing the Austrian Archduke Maxmilian as emperor of Mexico.  A blatant violation of the Monroe Doctrine, Napoleon intended to re-establish a French presence in America in case of a Union loss.  During the war the United States could do little to counter the emperor’s mischief; however, at the war’s conclusion and in possession of the largest army in the world, Secretary of State Seward forced Napoleon to withdraw support for Maxmilian’s regime. Without the support of his French benefactors, Mexican liberals orchestrated a revolution, overthrew Maxmilian, and executed him in 1867.
 

Non-Military Legislation during the Civil War


Although the executive branch held the initiative in conducting the war and Congress largely rubber-stamped President Lincoln’s military actions, the Republican majority passed several pieces of non-military legislation that profoundly altered the American republic.  It should be pointed out, however, that had the southern congressional representatives not resigned their seats in the House of Representatives and the Senate at the time of secession, the Democratic Party would have retained a majority in both chambers and much of the Republican Party’s legislative agenda would have been thwarted.  Nevertheless, in 1862, Congress, in defiance of the Dred Scott decision, resolved the issue that largely created the conflict and prohibited slavery in the territories and the District of Columbia.  It also admitted the states of Kansas and Nevada, in addition to West Virginia, which gave the Republican Party additional support in Congress as well as the Electoral College.  Moreover, the Homestead Bill
 that granted 160 acres of public territory to settlers who agreed to develop and improve the land finally became law.  Also related to land legislation, Congress approved the Morrill Land Grant Act,
 which provided land to individual states for the purpose of establishing institutions of education that focused on agricultural and technological innovation.  Furthermore, it created the Department of Agriculture and provided financing and land for the construction of a transcontinental railroad that was completed in 1869.  All of this legislation, passed by a Republican majority in Congress due to the absence of southern representation, provided, in part, the ground work for the nation’s entrance into the industrial revolution and its spectacular economic expansion during the latter half of the nineteenth century.  In short, the non-military legislation provided a new “blueprint for America”
 and helped bring the United States into the modern era.

Union and Confederate Armies


Militarily, neither side was prepared to field a large army in 1860; the Confederacy had no army at all and the Union’s meager military establishment was stationed on frontier outposts in the far west.  As such, the majority of the soldiers on both sides for much of the war were volunteers.  However, as the war dragged on and the numbers of volunteers decreased, each side was forced to resort to conscription. The Union Congress, in 1863, passed the first law instituting the draft; however, the law permitted draftees to hire a substitute for $300.  As some combatants complained; “It was a rich man’s war, but a poor man’s fight.”
  Furthermore, enlistees received generous bounties while draftees received nothing.  This blatant unfairness resulted in numerous demonstrations against conscription, including a full-scale riot in 1863 in New York City.  This seemingly unjust method of building an army motivated over 200,000 soldiers, mostly draftees, to desert from the Union armies.  The Confederacy also relied on volunteers; however, with less population it also resorted to conscription even sooner than the Union; but it also provided special privileges for those who could afford it.  For example, the “twenty-slave rule”
 exempted from military service owners of twenty or more slaves.  While this provision was implemented to maintain control and order over large numbers of slaves on southern plantations and the lawlessness that had taken place all across the South, it significantly contributed to the perception that the wealthy were exempted from fighting for the Confederate cause.  Like the Union, conscription caused considerable consternation in the South and proved to be another military-political obstacle in the midst of extreme states’ rights sentiment.  Georgia governor Joseph E. Brown commented that “at one fell swoop, [conscription] strikes down the sovereignty of the States, tramples upon the constitutional rights and personal liberty of the citizen, and arms the President with imperial power. . . [T]his action of the Government. . . tends to crush out the spirit of freedom and resistance to tyranny which was bequeathed to us by our ancestors of the Revolution of 1776.”

Financing the War


One of the greatest challenges to both the Union and Confederacy was financing their respective war efforts.   For the most part, the North funded the war through excise taxes and custom duties (tariffs).  The Morrill Tariff Act of 1862, designed for both revenue and protection for eastern manufacturers, increased tariffs by 5% to 10%; as the costs of war increased, the tariff increased as well.  Congress also enacted an income tax. In addition to being the nation’s first tax of its kind, the income tax “established what until then was considered a revolutionary principle: the idea of taxing rich people at a higher rate compared to the rate for people less well off.” But with the precedent set, “that principle became a permanent feature of the American political and economic landscape.”
 The tax law levied a 3% rate on income above $800; a later law applied the 3% rate to incomes between $600 and $10,000, and a 5% rate on income over $10,000. A few years following the war’s conclusion, Congress repealed the tax and the Supreme Court later ruled it unconstitutional.
  To expand the Union’s money supply, the federal government passed the Legal Tender Act in February 1862 that authorized the printing over $150 million in paper money, known as greenbacks, despite lacking gold reserves to maintain a consistent value.  Thus the value of the greenbacks at any particular time was determined by the nation’s credit, which proved to be quite volatile during the war.  Finally, the government resorted to borrowing more than $2 billion through the sale of bonds.  To organize this complex network of financing, Congress created the National Banking System that established a standard bank-note currency and stipulated that banks that joined the system could purchase government bonds and issue sound paper money backed by the federal government.  This system, while designed specifically to finance the Civil War, stabilized the nation’s currency for the rest of the nineteenth century until the Federal Reserve System succeeded it in 1913.  Meanwhile, the Confederacy had a much more difficult time raising revenue for its war effort.  States’ righters fiercely resisted the government’s attempts to raise taxes.  In its place, the Confederacy, unable to obtain loans or credit, resorted to printing its own money—over $1 billion over the course of its four-year existence.  The result was massive runaway inflation—approximately nine thousand percent.  By war’s end, a Confederate dollar was worth about 1.6 cents.

Technology and the War


The Civil War also had a major impact on the economies of both sections.  The North experienced an unprecedented economic boom, expanding by more than fifty percent during the 1860s,
 while King Cotton in the South was destroyed.  New northern factories bred a new class of millionaires; inventions of labor saving machines, such as the mechanical reaper for manufacturing and farming, freed manpower for the war effort.  What’s more, the Civil War, like most wars, was one of technological innovation.  Unquestionably, the greatest development was the minie ball, a newly invented bullet.  At the beginning of the conflict, muskets were difficult to load and were accurate up to a maximum distance of eighty yards.  The minie ball permitted easier loading and increased accuracy to nearly six hundred yards.  While this new invention improved a soldier’s effectiveness, it also partially contributed to the horrific brutality and carnage during the later stages of the war.  Contributing to this carnage, at least from the Confederate perspective, was the development of the Spencer rapid firing rifle. Though some civilian military advisors believed that the Spencer rifle, which contained a seven bullet magazine, wasted too much ammunition, a personal demonstration for President Lincoln by the weapon’s inventor convinced the president of its effectiveness. For the last year and a half of the war, Union soldiers, primarily the cavalry, put the Spencer rifles to effective use, especially Colonel John T. Wilder’s “Lightning Brigade.”
 

While the Northern economy leaped into the industrial age and took advantage of technological advances in military weaponry, the Union naval blockade of the Confederate coast devastated the Southern economy.  The war “wiped out two-thirds of the assessed value of wealth in the Confederate states,” destroyed forty percent of its livestock, and over half of its farm equipment. The South’s portion of the nation’s wealth plummeted from thirty percent to twelve percent during the decade of the 1860s, a drop of sixty percent.
  By war’s end, its transportation system had collapsed, business and banks were destroyed, and agriculture production was almost non-existent.  In short, cotton capitalism had lost out to industrial capitalism and the northern Captains of Industry had conquered southern Lords of the Manor.  But there was a cruel irony to this turn of events: while the agrarian slavocracy of the South had largely checked the rise of a plutocratic economic elite in the North, now secession, the war, and the effort to create an independent South had created one.

Prisoner of War Camps


One of the most brutal and deplorable features of the American Civil War was the conditions in the prisoner of war camps. The South accepted the conflict as a full-fledged war and had no qualms of imprisoning captured Union soldiers.  The Lincoln administration, however, referred to the conflict as a rebellion and had more difficulty with the policy of imprisoning captured combatants since any reference to them as “prisoners of a war” would legitimize the southern claim that the conflict was a “war for southern independence.”  Lincoln preferred to trade captured Confederate combatants rather than detain them in northern prisons as long as they promised not to rejoin the rebellion; however, when many of the freed Confederates re-appeared in the southern armies, the president treated them as traitors and placed them in prisoner of war camps.  The South, on the other hand, maintained prisoner of war camps for captured northerners.  The most notorious of the southern camps was the Andersonville prison in Georgia, in which 13,000 of the 45,000 prisoners died from starvation, disease, exposure, or other causes.
  At war’s end, the camp’s commander Major Henry Wirz was the only military officer executed for war crimes.  But the North also maintained equally brutal prisoner of war camps, such as Elmira Barracks in upstate New York that rivaled Andersonville’s deplorable conditions and death rate.

Fort Sumter to the First Battle of Bull Run


With the bombardment and surrender of Fort Sumter, Lincoln realized that military action would be necessary to suppress the rebellion in the southern states.  He called on the northern states to provide the Union with 75,000 volunteers for 90-day service, an indication of the president’s belief that the conflict would be a short one.  In fact, both northerners and southerners believed the war would end quickly, with their respective side victorious.  Although Fort Sumter surrendered in April 1861, neither side possessed the capacity to fight immediately; indeed, it took several months for the forces to form.  But pressured by Congress and the press for a quick victory, the first battle of the conflict occurred on July 21 at Manassas Creek in Virginia near Washington, DC, when Union forces under the command of General Irwin McDowell engaged the Confederates under General Pierre G.T. Beauregard.  Many congressmen and other social and political elites, obviously having no understanding of real war, brought their lunches and prepared to enjoy the “festivities.”  As the main armies engaged, initial Union advances were pushed back by the Confederates when southern reinforcements and a magnificent stand by General Thomas J. Jackson who, according to an amazed fellow officer, “stood there like a stonewall,”
 gave the South a surprising victory.  The Union armies fled in retreat, which turned into a rout; the panic-stricken soldiers became entangled with the equally terrorized civilian onlookers. In the end, the Union lost 500 men killed and over 2600 wounded or missing in action.
 This First Battle of Bull Run—Battle of Manassas Creek in the South
—had  a significant “reverse” psychological effect on the war.  The Confederates, already optimistic of victory, developed a grossly over-inflated confidence in their abilities and the South’s likelihood of winning the conflict.  On the other side, it had a devastating effect on Union morale and ended any illusions the North may have had concerning a short war.

Following the surprising and embarrassing defeat at Bull Run, Lincoln and his military advisors settled on a strategy that even if successful guaranteed a long conflict. Known derisively by its critics as the Anaconda Plan, it was largely the design of 74-year-old General-in-Chief of the United States Army Winfield Scott. Comprised of a five-part strategy to strangle the Confederacy into submission, Scott’s scheme proposed to 1) establish a naval blockade along the entire southern coast; 2) apply constant pressure on the Confederate capital of Richmond while also defending Washington DC; 3) control the Mississippi River in order to cut the Confederacy into east and west portions; 4) launch military operations from Tennessee through the Carolinas to split the Confederacy into north and south portions; and 5) link the Union western and eastern armies to squeeze and ultimately destroy the Confederate forces.
 Though the Anaconda Plan would eventually prove successful and defeat the Confederacy, it would take Lincoln well over two years to find a commander who could successfully implement the ground operations of the plan and nearly four years and over a half a million deaths to accomplish it. 
Army of the Potomac and the Peninsular Campaign


Following the disaster at the Battle of Bull Run, President Lincoln gave General George B. McClellan the job of creating and commanding the Army of the Potomac, as the Union forces in the East would be known. On January 27, 1862, the president issued to the new commander War Order No. 1 to launch a general offensive.
  Nicknamed “Young Napoleon,” McClellan was a very serious student of military affairs.  He was a superb organizer and drillmaster and knew how to inject morale into his troops who affectionately referred to him as “Little Mac.”  However, he was also known as “Tardy George” because of his tendency towards perfection and his reluctance to engage the enemy; for McClellan it was never the right time to fight.  As James McPherson points out, “McClellan was afraid to risk failure, so he risked nothing.”
  What’s more, the general was arrogant, overly cautious, and contemptuous of civilian leaders like Lincoln, who he referred to in several letters as a “Gorilla.” On one occasion after the president had visited McClellan at the front, the general wrote, “It is grating to have to serve under the orders of a man whom I know by experience to be my inferior.”
 These deficiencies were compounded by frequent occasions in which he received and conveyed inaccurate information concerning opposition movements, strategy, and strength.  He routinely overestimated the enemy’s intentions and numbers, a chronic defect that would constantly frustrate the president. At one point, Lincoln is known to have said: “If McClellan is not using the army, I should like to borrow it for a while?”
  On another occasion the president referred to the Army of the Potomac as “McClellan’s bodyguard.”
 After the battle of Antietam in October 1862, Lincoln’s secretary John Hay wrote a newspaper article expressing the president’s sentiments charging that if McClellan were given a million men “he would find a place where just another regiment was absolutely essential, and say he could not fight until he got it,”
 Though a “patriot and gentleman,” McClellan, Hay continued, “works and toils unceasingly to bring an army to a pitch of perfection, which can never be reached.”
 In several instances the president had to give the general direct orders to advance, hence, Lincoln’s War Order No. 1.


One of those occasions was in the spring of 1862, nearly a year after the surrender of Fort Sumter. After many months of delay, the president ordered his commanding officer to attack; thus, General McClellan sailed down the Potomac River to the Chesapeake Bay and began an advance up the peninsula between the York and James Rivers toward Richmond.  Known as the Peninsular Campaign, McClellan’s objective was the capture of the Confederate capital.  During the early stages of the Civil War, the opposition’s capital was regarded as the major objective; its capture would represent a great moral and military victory and could bring a quick conclusion to the war.  After a month siege at Yorktown at the mouth of the peninsula, McClellan captured Norfolk and made his way toward the Confederate capital, fighting skirmishes at Williamsburg and Fair Oaks. On May31-June1, at Seven Pines, one of the most important events of the war occurred; Confederate commander General Joseph E. Johnston was severely wounded and was replaced by General Robert Edward Lee who assumed command of the Army of Northern Virginia. Although Johnston would recover and served honorably for the Confederacy, General Lee would remain the top commander of the Army of Northern Virginia for the balance of the war. Lee’s daring strategy, combined with a magnificent campaign by Stonewall Jackson in the Shenandoah Valley during May and June, forced McClellan to divert a substantial portion of his army and delayed his advance on Richmond.  By late June the Army of the Potomac was within six miles of Richmond; however, the Confederate army made its stand in what was known as the Seven Days Battle, the most famous of which occurred at Gaines Mill on June 27.  In a series of battles during the last week of June and the beginning of July, Lee drove McClellan back down the peninsula to the sea.  The Union army would not come close to capturing the Confederate capital until the spring of 1865.
  
Although many believed, and hoped, that the war would be a short one, when analyzed from hindsight, Lee’s victory may have been a blessing in disguise. A quick victory by the Union would have defeated the Confederacy, ended the rebellion, and brought the Southern states back into the Union with slavery intact. Though Bull Run and the Peninsular Campaign guaranteed a long war with devastating consequences and horrific loss of life, the long conflict demonstrated slavery’s importance to the South’s war effort and permitted President Lincoln to eventually move against it.  


A major reason for the Confederate success in defeating McClellan’s peninsula strategy was a brilliantly conceived and orchestrated campaign in the Shenandoah Valley by Stonewall Jackson.  Though outnumbered more than two to one, the bold, secretive, eccentric, but deeply religious Jackson used the terrain of the mountains, valleys, and mountain gaps, as well as quick and lengthy marches by his “foot cavalry” to outfox two Union armies under the overall command of General Irwin McDowell.  During the month long campaign from May 8 to June 9, Jackson and his Valley army fought five battles, the most important of which took place at Winchester on May 25.  Jackson’s Valley Campaign served two important purposes in contributing to the Confederate successes in the spring and summer of 1862: first, it diverted valuable troops from McClellan’s effort to capture Richmond; and second, it forced the Union to maintain a substantial protective force around Washington, DC as many in the Lincoln administration, including the president, believed the Union capital was Jackson’s real objective.  What’s more, Jackson’s elusive maneuvering demoralized northerners; the campaign caused a temporary panic in Union territory and elation in the Confederacy.  As a result of his magnificent success in the Valley, Stonewall Jackson became a man to be worshipped or feared, depending on one’s sympathies.  His name became synonymous with invincibility in the Confederacy while it struck fear and terror in the hearts and minds of many in the North.  At the conclusion of the campaign in the valley, Jackson rushed to the Confederate capital to participate in General Lee’s offensive against the Union forces that had set siege on Richmond.


Following this second crushing defeat and the realization that the war could very well turn into one of attrition, the Lincoln administration re-evaluated its military strategy and modified the Anaconda Plan by adding a sixth objective. In addition to the naval blockade, control of the Mississippi River and the Tennessee Valley, destroying the Confederate army, and capturing Richmond, President Lincoln secretly added liberation of the slaves. Again, at this early stage in the war, it is important to remember that all military (and political) decisions made by Lincoln were geared toward suppressing the rebellion and restoring the Union. After the military losses at Bull Run and on the Peninsula, Lincoln determined that the Confederacy was being sustained to a significant degree by its slave labor. Slaves freed white southerners for military service and maintained southern farms that provided sustenance to the Confederate armies. Lincoln understood the importance of the slave culture to the Confederacy and was determined to move against it. The only uncertainty was timing: when would be the best time to move against the “peculiar institution?”

The Naval War 


Although much of Civil War literature focuses on the Union and Confederate armies and the land battles in which they engaged, the conflict’s outcome was heavily influenced by the northern naval effort.  In contrast to the United States’ army officers, most of the country’s naval officers remained with the Union; thus, the North had a substantial advantage over the South in naval leadership.  Moreover, the North initiated an aggressive ship building campaign, which allowed it to prevail in most naval confrontations.  As previously noted, one of the primary tactics of the Union strategy was a naval blockade of the Confederate coast and control of the sea and other waterways.  As part of General-in-Chief Scott’s Anaconda Plan, the blockade proved moderately efficient in cutting off supplies to southern ports.  But this part of Lincoln’s military strategy created a problem for the president because international law stipulated that “blockades were imposed by one sovereign nation upon the ports and coasts of another sovereign nation.” However, Lincoln claimed that the southern states were merely in a state of rebellion and certainly not an independent sovereign nation. Thus, seizure of Confederate ships by the Union blockade, on the one hand, would be considered illegal; however, if, on the other hand, the blockade was legal, it would be considered an act of war, but no declaration of war had been made by Congress, “the only branch of the U.S. government empowered by the Constitution to do so.” The Supreme Court settled the issue two years later by ignoring long-established international law and “declaring that although the Confederacy could not be recognized as a belligerent nation on its own, the federal government could still claim belligerent rights for itself in attempting to suppress the Confederacy.”
 But despite the legal niceties and its naval superiority, it was impossible for the Union navy to control every mile of the southern coast; in fact, some of the South’s most important ports, such as Wilmington, North Carolina, remained open throughout much of the war.  Thus, blockade running, while risky, proved successful at times.  

Another feature of the naval war involved two great ironclad ships: the Monitor and the Merrimack.  Ironclads were slow ships containing several large cannons that could inflict devastating damage to wooden vessels, and a tremendous amount of metal reinforcement that permitted them to withstand attacks from regular warships.  The Merrimack was a northern ironclad that had been captured by the South and renamed the Virginia.  It had destroyed several Union ships and military leaders feared it and other similar vessels had the potential to cause major damage to northern shipping and commerce and control some of the vital waterways that the Union deemed indispensable to its strategy.  The Union possessed an ironclad of its own, the Monitor, and the two metal hulks met in the Chesapeake Bay on March 9, 1862 during the early stages of McClellan’s Peninsular Campaign.  While the Monitor and the Merrimack fought to a draw, the South scuttled the Merrimack to keep it from falling into Union hands. This proved to be the only significant battle between the two opposing navies of the Civil War, but the Union’s uncontested control of the internal waterways in the Confederacy gave the North a significant advantage, especially in the western theater of the war.
  

In the west Admiral David Farragut led the Union navy and, in early 1862, sailed up the mouth of the Mississippi River and captured New Orleans against virtually no opposition.  This allowed the Union to control much of the lower Mississippi. Farther north, the Union navy assisted the army under the command of Colonel Ulysses S. Grant in capturing Forts Henry and Donelson on the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers, respectively. These largely unrecognized—most of the Union press focused on the eastern theater of the war—but vital, victories allowed the Union to secure Kentucky, most of Tennessee, and much of the Mississippi in the northern Confederacy.  In fact, by the end of 1862, the only portion of the Mississippi that Union forces did not control was the area above and below the mighty fortress of Vicksburg in west-central Mississippi.  But it would require over a year and some daring military strategy and tactics on the part of Grant, who was promoted to major general by President Lincoln following the victories at Forts Henry and Donelson, to finally capture Vicksburg and secure the whole Mississippi for the Union.
  In an interesting, albeit militarily insignificant, episode, the Confederacy experimented with submarine technology; the CSS Hunley was the first underwater vessel to sink an enemy ship in 1864; however, the Hunley sank in the Charleston harbor and its eight-man crew succumbed in the process.

Battle of Antietam and the Emancipation Proclamation – The First Turning Point 

From the Union perspective, the turning point of the war occurred in September 1862.  Following the failure of the Peninsular Campaign, McClellan, who constantly ignored Lincoln’s orders to attack the enemy and refused to reveal to the president any plans he may have had for the Army of the Potomac,
 was removed from command and replaced by General John Pope.  On August 29, at the Second Battle of Bull Run, General Lee defeated Pope’s army and Lincoln was forced to restore McClellan to the Union command.  This victory encouraged Lee and boosted his confidence to the point that he decided to invade Union territory.  Several reasons account for his decision.  First, Lee wanted to quickly follow up his victory at Bull Run and hoped to demoralize the northern population both militarily and psychologically.  Second, the Confederacy desperately needed an offensive victory to entice foreign intervention on behalf of the South, or at least foreign recognition of the Confederate States of America.  Finally, Lee hoped an invasion of Union territory, specifically Maryland, would encourage the Border States to join the Confederacy. 


But in deciding to invade Union territory, General Lee gave up one of the Confederacy’s primary advantages: defending its own territory. In fact, the advantage would be reversed: the Confederacy would be the invader and the Union would be defending its territory. Lee’s plan was to invade Maryland and draw the northern army away from war-ravaged Virginia and, at the same time, demonstrate to the residents of Maryland the efficacy of joining the Confederacy; however, in a stoke of pure luck, one of McClellan’s men found a copy of Lee’s battle plans in a discarded cigar holder.  When the information was brought to the Union commander, McClellan was quoted as saying, “Here is a paper with which if I cannot whip ‘Bobbie Lee,’ I will be willing to go home.”
  But despite knowledge of Confederate strategy, McClellan and the Army of the Potomac, due primarily to the general’s chronic hesitation, still could not decisively defeat Lee.  The two armies met at Antietam Creek near the small town of Sharpsburg on September 17, 1862, ironically, the seventy-fifth anniversary of the signing of the United States Constitution.  The battle, in which geographical landmarks such as the “Cornfield,” “Bloody Lane,” and “Burnside’s Bridge” became part of the infamous Civil War vocabulary, was the bloodiest day of the war—over 23,000 casualties on both sides, including over 6000 deaths. By comparison, the number of deaths on the Antietam battlefield on September 17 totaled more than the combined deaths of all the wars in which the United States fought during the nineteenth century, and more than twice the number of those killed in the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001.  The 23,000 casualties at Antietam were more than four times the American casualties at the Normandy beaches on June 6, 1944.
  Despite these losses, McClellan’s timidity and failure to take advantage of superior numbers, neither side won a complete victory; in a carelessly display of incompetence, McClellan failed to pursue Lee and allowed him to safely return across the Potomac and back into Confederate territory.  But since Lee failed to accomplish any of his objectives in invading Union territory, Antietam was perceived as a Union victory and set the stage for one of the most momentous decisions of the war. 


In terms of human cost, the Battle of Antietam was one of the bloodiest day of the Civil War, yet it was also one of the most important battles in world history.  The invasion of Union territory instilled in the North an unflappable determination to pursue the conflict to final victory.  At the same time, it had a demoralizing affect on the Confederate army and, with the South already suffering from a chronic manpower shortage, it inflicted military losses it could not afford.  The outcome at Antietam dealt a devastating blow to the possibility of foreign intervention on behalf of the South; although the Confederate political leadership continued to appeal to Britain and France, the Europeans were not prepared to align themselves with a losing cause and, thus “resum[ed] a state of watchful neutrality.”
  
But without question, the most important outcome of the Battle of Antietam was to provide Lincoln the “victory” he needed to issue the Emancipation Proclamation.  Many abolitionists, such as Wendell Phillips and Frederick Douglass, had been merciless in their criticism of the president for failing to transform the war into one of freedom and liberation for the slaves.  Lincoln had resisted, maintaining that his prime objective was the restoration of the Union and knowing that emancipation would appear to contradict that. But for some time the president had been privately contemplating some measure of emancipation as a strategy to undermine the Confederacy’s ability to wage war. As Charles Bracelen Flood has written, “to take slaves away from their owners would undermine the Confederacy’s infrastructure in ways that would also reduce its ability to continue the fight.”
 Indeed, this was a primary reason the president added emancipation to his list of military objectives. While some slaves escaped at the beginning of the war, most remained in the custody of their owners and provided indispensable service to the South working in the fields, aiding the Confederate army supply lines, and offering other services that freed southern men to join the Confederate army. In other words, President Lincoln saw slavery as directly benefiting the Confederate war effort and concluded he could act against the institution in a limited capacity as commander-in-chief of the armed forces. As the president told his cabinet at the time, “The administration must set an example and strike at the heart of the rebellion.”
  In July he raised the issue of emancipation with his cabinet; however, in light of the string of military defeats suffered by the Union and not wanting emancipation to be perceived as a measure of desperation, Lincoln, on the advice of Secretary Seward, decided to wait for a Union victory to announce it publicly.  The Battle of Antietam provided him with that “victory.”


A week following the battle on September 23, 1862, President Lincoln issued the preliminary version of the Emancipation Proclamation. A very pointed and legal decree, it lacked the flowering rhetoric for which Lincoln was famous. For many years, Lincoln reiterated on numerous occasions how he “hate[d slavery] because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it” he continued, “because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity.”
 But despite this, the president still believed he had no constitutional authority to act against slavery in his official civilian role; however, attacking slavery as a military strategy to combat the secessionist rebellion, i.e., as a war measure, was a different story. Thus, Lincoln, “by virtue of the power in me vested as Commander-in-Chief, of the Army and Navy of the United States as a fit and necessary war measure for suppressing” the rebellion, issued the Emancipation Proclamation. What’s more, the president exercised his constitutional duty and authority to confiscate property, i.e., slaves, that aided the enemy’s war effort.  In a letter to Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase the president made this fact perfectly clear: “The original proclamation has no constitutional or legal justification, except as a military measure.”
  The official version the proclamation, issued a little more than three months later, demonstrates this to be the case.  It simply declared that on the “Day of Jubilee,” January 1, 1863, “all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.” This meant that nearly 800,000 slaves in large sections of the Confederacy that the Union armies had conquered, such as Tennessee and much of Louisiana, plus those in the Border States were not covered under the Proclamation, and thus, not freed. The Proclamation further declared that “persons of suitable condition, will be received into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service.”
 

In a very strict, technical-legal sense, the Emancipation Proclamation did not liberate a single slave because where Lincoln could free the slaves he did not, while in areas where he had no real power to free the slaves he did.   As a constitutional leader, the president knew he did not possess the authority to unilaterally liberate the slaves, except as “a war measure to suppress the rebellion.”
 But those, both at the time it was issued and in the future, who questioned Lincoln’s sincerity regarding his desire to eliminate slavery in the United States only need to read the last sentence of the Proclamation: “And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.”
 Though the Proclamation read like a legal brief, lacking the flowery rhetoric Lincoln was known for, “it was its existence, its title, its arrival into this world, its challenge to the accepted order, and from that there was no turning back.”

But the Emancipation Proclamation’s greatest impact was psychological—the perception by northerners and the slaves that the Civil War was now a war for freedom, a moral crusade to complete the Revolutionary War of 1776 that claimed all men were created equal.  With the Emancipation Proclamation, the Civil War would ensure that all men (and women) could be free; indeed, the document’s “symbolic power changed the war from one to restore the Union into one to destroy the old Union and build a new one purged of human bondage.”
  It, along with the subsequent recruitment of black soldiers, converted the conflict “from a war of armies into a war of societies.”
 But surprisingly, most blacks did not escape from the South following the proclamation.  Fear, loyalty, lack of leadership, and strict policing all may account for this.  However, several thousands of slaves did take advantage of the opportunity for self-liberation and as the Union armies more and more became viewed as an army of liberation, many slaves flocked to the Union lines and filled the ranks of the Union army.  


With the president’s decision to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, the fate of slavery and the Old South was now sealed; it also removed any chance of a negotiated settlement since the Confederacy was unlikely to agree to a non-military resolution of the conflict that included an end to slavery.  Moreover, the last four words of the Proclamation—“thenceforth, and forever free”—meant that unlike most war measures that are annulled upon the conclusion of the conflict, the emancipation of the slaves would be permanent. (In the final version of the Proclamation, “thenceforth, and forever” would be replaced with “henceforward,” which softened the phrase but had the same effect.) Indeed, this would be guaranteed when just a little more than a year later Congress began the process of amending the Constitution to abolish slavery everywhere in the United States.
 Additionally, the Proclamation “sharply distinguished the combatants in the sight of Europeans, where slavery was already an unappealing concept.”
 Without question, Lincoln’s decision to liberate the slaves further doomed the likelihood that any European nation would intervene on behalf of the Confederacy; the British, though sympathetic to the Confederacy, was not prepared to support a cause that appeared to be fighting for the preservation of slavery.  “No longer did British liberals and workingmen’s groups have doubts about which side they favored. . . Now the South looked to be the aggressor, subtly changing the moral equation” of the war.
  With a single stroke of the pen, President Lincoln “united the practical objective and moral cause of the war.” His fusion of these two connected but not intimately related issues demonstrated Lincoln’s “unique mastery of the grand strategy of the war and the causes that gave rise to it.”
 The Proclamation demonstrated on the one hand the president’s shrewd ability to formulate and lead public opinion, but on the other hand resist advancing too far ahead of the public’s desires to make his goals unattainable. To be sure, northerners believed that the South’s “peculiar institution,” despite its value to the Confederacy’s war effort, was an anachronistic, antiquated economic system.  Though many in the free-states may not have endorsed the humanitarian feelings for blacks to the extent of a Wendell Phillips or William Lloyd Garrison, and the shock of emancipation caused many northerners initially to oppose the measure, most still opposed the extension of slavery into the territories and came to accept emancipation as inevitable. As such, the Emancipation Proclamation served as a forerunner of the Thirteenth Amendment that would officially abolish slavery throughout the nation by the end of 1865.

As expected, Lincoln received criticism from both sides after the announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation.  Outraged moderates and border state representatives charged he exceeded his power as president. In the Confederacy, President Jefferson Davis expressed up much of Southern opinion when he charged that the proclamation was “the most execrable measure recorded in the history of guilty man” and “affords the complete and crowning proof of the true nature of the designs of the party which elevated to power the present occupant of the Presidential chair at Washington.” Davis also considered the proclamation the “fullest vindication of [the Confederate people’s] sagacity in foreseeing the uses to which the dominant party in the United States intended from the beginning to apply their power.” Most significantly, Davis slammed the door to any thought of a negotiated piece when he said Lincoln’s act afforded the “fullest guarantee of the impossibility of” a reunion of the former United States of America.
  Meanwhile, abolitionists, understanding the real purpose of the proclamation, claimed it did not go far enough in guaranteeing rights and equality to blacks.  The president knew he was likely to create a firestorm of protest by offering the limited liberation of the slaves.  In a letter written to Chase just prior to its release, Lincoln demonstrated his understanding of the fine political line he had to walk.  The president, raising the consequences of going further with emancipation than he deemed prudent, asked, “Would not many of our friends shrink away appalled?  Would it not lose us the elections, and with them the very cause we seek to advance?”
  In fact, the Republican Party suffered heavy losses in the 1862 mid-term congressional elections.  This was in part due to the dismal war effort by the Union forces, but the initial resistance to the Emancipation Proclamation played a significant role as well.  It was not until the following year that most northerners came to accept the idea of slave liberation.

As one of the tangible effects of the Emancipation Proclamation, the North took steps to enlist blacks—free or recently liberated slaves from the South—into the Union army.  Previously, some Union commanders treated liberated or captured slaves as contraband of war to be used as the military saw fit. Indeed, the idea of slave emancipation as a wartime measure did not originate with President Lincoln’s announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862. In May 1861, General Benjamin Butler, while in command of Fort Monroe in Hampton Roads, Virginia, refused to return two slaves who had escaped to the Union lines from nearby Norfolk. Butler justified his refusal to return the fugitives, despite the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, on the grounds that they were “contraband” of war, and if returned they would aid and assist—by force, no doubt—the Confederate war effort against the Union.
 Traditionally, contraband was a term given to confiscated military materiel or property, not personnel or civilians. Thus, some of Lincoln’s commanders decided to take the Southerners at their word and treat slaves as property and legitimate assets to commandeer during the course of the war. Consequently, in an act of supreme irony, the initial process of freeing slaves in the United States began with Union military commanders labeling them as exclusively property that was being used to advance the Confederate military effort. 
For President Lincoln, the contraband issue was a somewhat controversial especially when considering the fine political tightrope he had to walk regarding the treatment of slaves in the Border States. Indeed, early in the war he demanded that General John C. Fremont rescind an order that emancipated all slaves in the state of Missouri.
 The president experienced a similar situation with General David Hunter, commander of the Union forces along the South Atlantic coast, who unilaterally proclaimed all slaves in South Carolina, Georgia and Florida free. Lincoln, in ordering Hunter to withdraw his edict, admonished the general that “no commanding [officer] shall do such a thing, upon my responsibility, without consulting me.”
 According to the president, political issues such as determining the status of slaves fell exclusively within the purview of the civilian leadership, i.e., the president.
 As such, Congress later enacted General Butler’s view of slaves as contraband in the First Confiscation Act passed in August 1861.
 But after the Emancipation Proclamation, slaves as contraband and enlisting liberated blacks into the Union forces became official military policy and President Lincoln gave his field commanders wide latitude to liberate captured slaves and employ them into the service of the Union army.
But the cold and crude reality was that black soldiers could stop a bullet just as effectively as a white soldier.  Although blacks served productively in numerous non-military functions, such as labor battalions and construction project crews, it was not until 1863 that they were used on a large scale in military combat.  The Union formed two black regiments from Massachusetts largely organized by Frederick Douglass.  Considering the American Civil War as their Revolutionary War, black Americans fought with distinction in several battles, the most famous of which was the July 1863 assault on Fort Wagner near Charleston, South Carolina by the 54th Massachusetts infantry regiment led by Colonel Robert Gould Shaw.
 Following the battle, one white Union officer experienced a conversion that was typical among many northerners after witnessing black soldiers in action.  “I have changed my opinion of the Negroes as soldiers and I honor any man who will take command of a body of them against all prejudice.”
  Ironically, the courageous and honorable display of black troops for the Union cause at Fort Wagner occurred just a few days after the draft riots in New York City that resulted in the lynching of several blacks. The irony was not lost on President Lincoln when he wrote, “there will be some black men who can remember that, with silent tongue, and clenched teeth, and steady eye, and well-poised bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this great [Union victory]; while, I fear, there will be some white ones, unable to forget that, with malignant heart, and deceitful speech, they have strove to hinder it.”

But southerners shrieked with horror at the thought of arming blacks to serve in the military; indeed, for a time Confederate official policy was to re-enslave any captured black Union soldiers and try and execute Union officers who employed blacks in their regiments. President Lincoln responded to this Confederate policy by vowing to execute a rebel prisoner of war for any black soldier re-enslaved or any officer executed.
 Lincoln was confronted with the realities of this proposed threat in April 1864 at Fort Pillow in Tennessee. The Confederate cavalry under the command of General Nathan Bedford Forrest massacred black Union troops, many of whom were attempting to surrender.
 When told of this episode, President Lincoln, who said “the difficulty is not in stating the principle but in practically applying it,”
 consented to his advisors’ counsel who believed an eye-for-an-eye policy of bloody revenge would result in the escalation of similar incidents. Instead, the president decided hold Forrest and his men accountable if they were ever captured and detain a certain number of Confederate prisoners hostage as an incentive to prevent similar events from occurring in the future.
 Later, the administration decided to halt any and all prisoner exchanges until black soldiers were treated equally as whites. 

But not very long after the Fort Pillow Massacre, the Confederacy, so desperate for manpower, actually permitted the enlistment of blacks to perform military and non-military duties.  In perhaps the ultimate example of paradoxical contradiction and an indication of the shear desperation and total hopelessness of the Confederacy, the Richmond Examiner, as early as October 1864, called for the enlistment of slaves and “letting [General] Lee used them ‘in any way he may think needful.’”
 Though some in the Confederacy supported this proposal, pride, prejudice, and principle prevented a majority in the South from endorsing the idea, and agreed with former Confederate cabinet member Howell Cobb’s view that “The day you make soldiers of them is the beginning of the end of the [Confederacy]. If slaves will make good soldiers our whole theory of slavery is wrong.” 
    

Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville

Unquestionably, the most famous battle of the Civil War occurred at a small south-central Pennsylvania town called Gettysburg.  The battle was the result of another attempt by General Lee to invade Union territory in a last gallant effort to impress foreign leaders regarding the legitimacy of the Confederacy and possibly persuade intervention on its behalf. What’s more, he believed that a victory on Union soil would sufficiently demoralize the North and promote the strengthening peace movement there.  Most significantly, Confederate leaders believed that a decisive blow to the Union war effort could influence the presidential election that was just over a year away. As previously mentioned, President Lincoln’s popularity suffered when he issued the Emancipation Proclamation; his political fortunes took an even greater hit as the Union war effort, especially in the eastern theater, continued to deteriorate. As we will see, even members of the president’s own cabinet and party questioned his ability to lead the nation through the rebellion crisis. A defeat in Union territory—indeed, in a Union free state—could potentially seal Lincoln’s political fate and result in the emergence of a peace candidate.   

The road to Gettysburg began following the engagement at Antietam.  At the battle’s conclusion, President Lincoln, who demonstrated great patience with General McClellan—at one point the president said, “I will hold McClellan’s horse if he will only bring us success”
—had had enough. He permanently relieved McClellan for permitting Lee to escape across the Potomac.  This initiated a desperate search by the president for a commander with any sort of fighting skills.  Lincoln settled on General Ambrose E. Burnside; however, the change in command did not change the fortunes of the Army of the Potomac.  At Fredericksburg, Virginia, in December 1862, General Lee won a decisive victory when Burnside ordered “not one or two but six perfectly formed but ghastly frontal assaults on Marye’s Heights. From behind a stone wall at the foot of the heights, the Confederates mowed down the thick, slow-moving Federal formations all day.” When it was finally over, more than twelve thousand Union soldiers were dead or wounded, more than half of them “piled in front of Marye’s Heights alone.”
 As he watched the carnage that his Confederates leveled against the Union forces, General Lee said, “It is well that war is so terrible, lest we should grow too fond of it.”

The carnage at Fredericksburg generated some of the darkest days in Lincoln’s presidency. After hearing of the defeat he said “if there is a worse place than hell, I am in it”
 and that “if there had been any worse hell than he had been in, he would like to know it.”
 A few days later, when a cabal of senators descended on the president demanding explanations regarding the Union’s defeat, President Lincoln wrote to his good friend Senator Orville Browning that “We are now on the brink of destruction. It appears to me that the Almighty is against us, and I can hardly see a ray of hope.”
 It was during these cold winter days that President Lincoln aged well beyond his years.

Following the Fredericksburg disaster, President Lincoln, needing to do something to appease his critics, quickly replaced Burnside with Major General “Fighting” Joe Hooker, who confidently declared, “May God have mercy on General Lee, for I will have none.”
 Though Hooker was a senior corps commander, many of Lincoln’s military advisors and generals in the field opposed Hooker’s elevation to the top command. Just before his appointment, Hooker criticized the nation’s civilian leadership and suggested that the Union needed a dictator, presumably himself. Yet in a classic display of Lincolnesque humility and refusing to hold a grudge, the president, over his cabinet’s objections, selected Hooker to lead the Army of the Potomac. But to assure the general that Lincoln was aware of his sentiments regarding a dictatorship, the president wrote to Hooker that “of course it was not for this, but in spite of it, that I have given you the command. Only those generals who gain successes can set up dictators. What I ask of you is military success, and I will risk the dictatorship.”
 

Unfortunately for the Army of the Potomac and especially for President Lincoln, doubts about Hooker were well-founded. The general fought the bottle more than he fought Confederates, and although he proved an adequate organizer, he was not a good strategist and he appeared to wilt and lose his nerve in the midst of the battle. In early May 1863, Union forces under Hooker were again embarrassingly defeated by Lee at Chancellorsville, in what may have been the Confederate commander’s greatest victory.  Lee daringly divided his forces against the numerically superior Union army and sent General Jackson around the Union’s right flank. Attacking Hooker’s men from two sides gave the perception that the Army of the Potomac was in the numerically inferior position. Even more inexplicable was the fact that Hooker failed to engage all of his available troops; indeed, two of the Union’s seven corps did not participate at all in the battle.
 The result was a Confederate rout. But once again, losses on both sides were enormous: the Confederates suffered 13,000 casualties (22% of their force) while the Union figures were 17,000 lost (15% of its force).
 But the Chancellorsville victory proved to be a very costly one for the Confederacy when Lee’s top lieutenant and most trusted officer, Stonewall Jackson, in the midst of the battle’s confusion, was wounded by his own troops.  As a result of his injuries, General Jackson lost an arm, to which General Lee remarked, “General Jackson, you have lost your left arm, but I have lost my right.”
  Though Jackson appeared to be recovering from his injuries, he later developed pneumonia and died on May 10.  This tragic military and personal loss notwithstanding, another dangerous outcome of Chancellorsville “bred an overconfidence in [the Confederacy’s] prowess and a contempt for the enemy that led to disaster.”
 Lee would ride the momentum of these victories at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville to another invasion of the North. 

Battle of Gettysburg – The Second Turning Point 

General Lee offered numerous reasons to justify a second invasion of Union territory. As a military strategy, he hoped to relieve the Confederate armies elsewhere, specifically in the West at Vicksburg, where General Ulysses S. Grant was closing in on the last Confederate stronghold along the Mississippi River. What’s more, Lee wanted to seize desperately needed shoes and other supplies rumored to be near the small town of Gettysburg.  The Confederate commander even hoped to capture Harrisburg, the capital of the Keystone state, and deliver a devastating morale blow to the northern cause.  Shortly before the battle, Lincoln replaced General Hooker with the scholarly General George Gordon Meade, the fifth commander of the Army of the Potomac in less than a year. Meade discovered quickly Lee’s intentions to head north and rushed into Pennsylvania to cut off his advance.  Remnants of the two armies inadvertently met on the northern side of Gettysburg on July 1, 1863.  The ensuing battle was a three day affair that represented some of the fiercest and bloodiest fighting of the whole war; of the 150,000 engaged, over 51,000 men would end the battle dead, wounded, or missing, by far the greatest casualty numbers of the war.  During the battle’s first day, the Union army under the leadership of General Winfield Scott Hancock—the main Union army under General Meade had not yet arrived— raced through the town and established a defensive position on the high banks of Cemetery Hill and Ridge south of the city and on the east side of the battlefield, while the Confederates set up on the hills to the west near a Lutheran Seminary, known as Seminary Ridge.  The crucial point during this first day was the failure of General Richard Ewell, Stonewall Jackson’s replacement, to attack and seize the high grounds on Cemetery Ridge before the full Union army arrived on the scene.  Ewell, who was ordered by Lee to attack Cemetery Hill “if practical,” was not as daring as Jackson, who certainly would have found it “practical” to take the initiative against the Union forces.
  

The second day of the battle of Gettysburg centered on the left flank of Cemetery Ridge.  The Confederates attempted to weaken the Union forces by attacking the Union line at Little Round Top, a highly defensive hill at the southern end of the Ridge.  The Union effort to defend its flank was compromised, however, when General Daniel Sickles mistakenly moved forward off his defensive position, which left both of his flanks vulnerable to attack.  Ferocious and bloody fighting took place below Little Round Top at Devil’s Den, the Wheatfield, and the Peach Orchard.  Meade managed to send reinforcements to shore up the Union left and secure Sickles’s unprotected position.  Several courageous efforts to take Little Round Top by an Alabama regiment under Colonel William Oates were beaten back by the 20th Maine under the command of Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, a former professor of rhetoric and modern languages at Bowdoin (Maine) College.  At one point, Alabamans conducted a valiant bayonet charge and the two sides fought in fierce hand-to-hand combat.  Though the Alabamans nearly broke through the Union lines on several occasions, Chamberlain’s rallied his forces, fought back the determined Confederates, and held the Union line.
  

The purpose of the Confederate attack on the Union flank was to weaken its center in preparation for a frontal assault on the third day.  Through the first two days, the outcome of the battle was still in doubt; it would not be until after a courageous, but ultimately suicidal, charge against the center of Union lines by the flamboyant Confederate General George Pickett that the Union would finally win a decisive victory.  Confederate second in command, General James Longstreet, whose army corps conducted the assault, believed the Union defensive position too strong and opposed General Lee’s plan to attack the Union center.  Longstreet’s assessment was correct and Pickett’s charge “represented the Confederate war effort in microcosm: matchless valor, apparent initial success, and ultimate disaster.”
  When the charge failed to break through the Union lines, General Lee ordered Pickett, who lost over two-thirds of his men, to prepare his division for a renewed attack.  Pickett, shocked and disoriented at the magnitude of his losses, solemnly responded, “General Lee, I have no division.”
  Immediately following the battle, Lee took full responsibility for the defeat and cried, “It’s all my fault.  It is I who have lost this fight, and you must help me out of it the best way you can.  All good men must rally.”
  Later, the Confederate commander, despondent over the loss, offered his resignation to Jefferson Davis; of course, it was refused.  However, the loss “shattered the image of Lee’s invincibility and raised questions for the first time about Lee’s capabilities as a field commander.”
 
While the battle represented the “high water mark” for the Confederacy, it also revealed the fragility of the Confederate forces. Not only could Lee not replace his rank and file losses as quickly as General Grant, but he also could not replace all of the fine officers that had fallen at Gettysburg.  In the three day battle, Lee lost seventeen of fifty-two generals and scores of lower level colonels, majors and lieutenants.
 In a war of attrition, the Confederacy was on the losing side. But despite the failure of the Confederate assault, Meade failed to counterattack the confused and scattered Confederates, giving them time to regroup and live to fight another day. Even a driving rainstorm that prevented General Lee’s forces from crossing the Potomac River for several days could not encourage the Union forces to pursue the licked Confederates. Again, like the aftermath of Antietam, the Army of Northern Virginia escaped back into Virginia.  Following the battle, an equally distressed Lincoln cried: “We had them within our grasp. We had only to stretch forth our hands and they were ours.  And nothing I could say or do could make the Army move.”

The battlefield of Gettysburg was also important in that it provided the setting for one of the most important and historic speeches in American history.  In November 1863, Lincoln delivered the Gettsyburg Address,
 a five-minute speech, dedicating the cemetery where most of the fallen soldiers—Union and Confederate—from the battle were buried.  Although Lincoln was not the keynote speaker at the event—that honor went to Massachusetts governor Edward Everett who delivered a nearly three hour speech, which, of course, nobody remembers—he was invited to offer a “few appropriate remarks.”
 His address is one of the most eloquent and finest definitions of American virtues of freedom, liberty, and the viability of self-government, the principle reasons, according to the president, for which the war was fought.  President Lincoln confirmed what had occurred after Antietam and the Emancipation Proclamation: Gettysburg transformed the conflict from one to save the union to one that provided “a new birth of freedom,” a struggle to complete the founding fathers’ “unfinished work” to bring “forth on this continent a new nation, “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”  It is important to note that Lincoln’s use of the word “equal” did not mean “a predetermined result but rather an equal starting point in the eyes of law and government, a common point from which any man could make himself.” It was also a reiteration of the Founder’s concept that the United States was a nation founded on a “proposition,” a notion that many “Romantic reactionaries of nineteenth-century Europe” found absurd.
 Indeed, at the time it was delivered, the speech was called “ludicrous” by the London Times and “dishwatery” and “silly” by Democrats; however, as one observer noted: “The president was speaking for the ages.”

General Ulysses S. Grant and War in the West 

While the eastern theater of the war twisted through the very difficult and bloody fields of Antietam, Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, eventually leading to the carnage of Gettysburg, the Union armies met with better success in the West primarily due to the leadership of General Ulysses S. Grant.  A mediocre student and known drinker, Grant spent most of his military career isolated on frontier posts; he had resigned from the army to avoid a court martial for drunkenness.  Shy, silent, stooped and a sloppy dresser, he rejoined the army at the beginning of the Civil War and fought with distinction in the West.  Many of Grant’s colleagues complained about his informality and especially his propensity for alcohol.  Lincoln, however, looking for a general who produced battlefield results, dismissed such criticism as shear jealously and asserted: “I cannot spare this man; he fights.”
  On another occasion in which some of Grant’s officers complained about his binges, Lincoln is said to have told them; “I should like to know what brand of whisky General Grant drinks, for I should like to send a barrel of it to every general in the Union army.”
   Grant may not have been the model soldier and he certainly did not possess the prestige, dignity, or respect of Robert E. Lee; however, he was a fighting soldier and, although he and Lincoln were severely criticized for the massive bloodshed and loss of life that occurred as a result of their strategy, he proved to be unquestionably the most effective Union military leader and brought ultimate victory to the North.

The primary objective for the Union army in the West was to split the Confederacy into isolated quadrants controlling the east-west Tennessee and Cumberland rivers, and the north-south Mississippi River.  In February 1862, Colonel Grant largely divided the western portion of the Confederacy into north and south portions and secured Kentucky for the Union by capturing Fort Henry on the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River.  During the latter battle, Grant became famous for his demand that fellow West Point graduate and Confederate commander General Simon Bolivar Buckner submit to “an unconditional and immediate surrender,” a phrase for which some actually believed the “U.S.” in U. S. Grant stood.
  Following his victories at Forts Henry and Donelson, Grant moved along the Tennessee River toward Corinth, Mississippi, an important railroad junction just across the Tennessee state line. In April 1862, while Grant waited for reinforcements at a small steamboat harbor along the west bank of the Tennessee River called Pittsburg Landing, he allowed his troops to spread out along a three mile front that extended to a small Methodist meetinghouse called Shiloh, which, in a cruel twist of tragic irony, means “Place of Peace.”
 This turned out to be, as one student of the ensuing battle notes, “the worst error in strategic judgment he would every make during the war.”
 Grant, as well as General Henry Halleck, commander of the Union’s western armies, believed Confederate resistance in the area light. However, on April 6, Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston surprised Grant’s Army of the Tennessee at Shiloh Church with an army of over 40,000; the two armies engaged in some of the fiercest, bloodiest fighting of the entire war. “Shiloh became a huge grappling match, with disconnected pieces of each army standing, breaking, and running in almost every direction.”
 General Johnston was killed in action, and by the next day Union reinforcements under General Don Carlos Buell allowed Grant to reorganize and repel the Confederate assault. But the real story of the Battle of Shiloh (known as the Battle of Pittsburg Landing in the South) was the casualties: Grant lost over 13,000 men, nearly a third of his fighting force; the Confederates, in addition to losing a very effective commander in General Johnston, lost 10,000 men. Though the Union forces did not reach Corinth, they still controlled much of the Mississippi River, setting the stage for the pivotal battle for complete control of the Mississippi and splitting the Confederacy in half.
Vicksburg

The key point along the lower Mississippi Valley was the city of Vickburg, Mississippi.  In the spring of 1862, Admiral David G. Farragut, demonstrating the Union’s complete domination in naval affairs, commanded a flotilla that captured New Orleans and secured the mouth of the Mississippi for the Union.  Farragut was able to sail his fleet unmolested up the Mississippi River just south of Vicksburg and giving the Union armies complete control of the southern portion of the Mississippi. With Grant’s command of the northern portion of the Mississippi through Tennessee and northern Mississippi, the highly defensible and fortified Vicksburg was the only Confederate stronghold preventing complete Union control of the river and effectively splitting the Confederacy into eastern and western parts.  Known by the Confederates as the “Gibraltar of the West,” Vicksburg was situated on a high bluff that commanded a hairpin turn on the lower Mississippi along the Louisiana-Mississippi border and about fifty miles south of Arkansas. Confederate batteries defended the cities western perimeter, while an “intricate and hopeless tangle of back-water areas, lakes, swamps, creeks, bayous, and wooded bluffs” blocked a northern approach. 
  Thus, Vicksburg could only be attacked from the south or the east.  After several naval and infantry assaults under Admirals Farragut and David Porter and General William Tecumseh Sherman failed to take the fortress, Grant conducted one of the most daring and resourceful maneuvers of the war.  He abandoned his supply base at Memphis, Tennessee, marched north of Vicksburg, and crossed over to the western side (Louisiana’s eastern coast) of the Mississippi River at Milliken’s Bend.  Grant then marched south “through a labyrinth of bayous and lakes to a point far below Vicksburg” and re-crossed the Mississippi at Bruinsburg.
  The Union general proceeded to circle around Vicksburg and, as he made his way back toward the city from the east, fought a series of battles at Port Gibson, Jackson, Champion’s Hill, and Big Black River.  By mid-May Grant was at the eastern approaches of Vicksburg.  With the city’s defenses still too strong to assault directly, he decided to lay siege and within a few months the garrison was reduced to eating rats and mules.  Too weak to conduct a breakout or escape across the river, Confederate soldiers within the fortress addressed their commanding officer, General John Pemberton: “If you can’t feed us, you had better surrender, horrible as the idea is, than suffer this noble army to disgrace themselves by desertion. . .  . This army is now ripe for mutiny, unless it can be fed.”
 With no other options available, Vicksburg finally surrendered on July 4, 1863 (the day after the conclusion of the Battle of Gettysburg).  “The capture of Vicksburg was the most important northern strategic victory of the war, perhaps meriting Grant’s later assertion that ‘the fate of the Confederacy was sealed when Vicksburg fell.’”
 It effectively split the Confederacy in two and inspired President Lincoln to write to a friend, “The signs look better. The Father of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea.”
 On these two days, July 3 and 4, 1863, the Union armies in the east and west had won their greatest victories.  

Atlanta, General William T. Sherman, and the “March to the Sea”

Throughout the rest of 1863, Grant won additional battles in the West.  He captured the city of Chattanooga, Tennessee by winning engagements at Missionary Ridge and Lookout Mountain, and was rewarded for these victories by being named general-in-chief of the Union armies and sent east to command the Army of the Potomac.  The Union control of Tennessee and Grant’s transfer opened the way for General Sherman to assume command of the western army and invade Georgia.  Highly intelligent, a brilliant military strategist, and ruthless, Sherman also suffered from serious bouts of depression; indeed on one occasion early in the war when he was on a leave of absence ostensibly for exhaustion a Cincinnati newspaper ran a story with the blaring headline “GENERAL WILLIAM T. SHERMAN INSANE.”
 Orphaned as a child, Sherman was taken in by the politically powerful and connected family of Ohio Senator Thomas Ewing, and he proceeded, apparently with the family’s blessing, to marry his foster sister Ellen with whom he had six children. Though he hated politics, he enjoyed the company of people and never missed an opportunity to attend social affairs, and he was not immune to use the political connections of his foster father or that of his natural brother John who became a very influential Republican senator and public figure for nearly half a century. A graduate of West Point Academy, Sherman left the army in early 1850s and found employment in the banking industry, work he found interesting but unrewarding. On the eve of the Civil War and as secession hysteria was reaching its pinnacle, Sherman accepted an appointment as the superintendent of a newly formed Louisiana military academy. Interestingly, Sherman never seemed to question why, at this time, Louisiana would want or need a military academy.
  Part of this failure to recognize the reality of unfolding events may be attributed to his amoral stance on slavery. While Sherman considered secession treasonous, his indifference to slavery seemed to suggest that the institution fell within the natural order of things. Though he would never treat a slave cruelly or inhumanely, he also found them a major source of irritation, especially when it came to conducting military maneuvers. Nowhere would this be more evident than on the general’s strategy for Georgia.
After finally and permanently securing Tennessee for the Union, Sherman slowly but methodically moved south from Memphis and eventually captured Atlanta in September 1864, which, as we will see, may have been the most important political victory of the war. Sherman proceeded to burn the city two months later and began to plot one of the most brutal, destructive strategic plans of the entire war.
  Acknowledging the manpower it would take to guard his supply lines from Confederate guerrilla attacks, Sherman daringly decided to abandon his own supply lines—as well as communication, including contact with Grant in the East and President Lincoln in Washington, DC—and live off the land; thus, he began his famous (or infamous) “March to the Sea” through Georgia.  “War is cruelty and you cannot refine it,” said Sherman, but “when peace does come, you may call on me for anything. Then I will share with you the last cracker.”
 In the meantime, “we are not only fighting hostile armies, but a hostile people, and must make old and young, rich and poor, feel the hard hand of war.”
 Make them feel the “hard hand of war” Sherman did. Though his soldiers inflicted very few civilian casualties, Sherman vowed to “make Georgia howl”
 and employed a scorched earth policy of destroying everything in his path.  His orders were to “forage liberally on the land and destroy anything of military use to the enemy.”
 Southern homes and businesses, agricultural fields, government property—anything that could assist the Confederate war effort was destroyed.  What’s more, Sherman’s men tore up and destroyed thousands of miles of railroad track; to ensure they would never be used again they heated the rails over fires and then twisted or bent them around trees or telegraph poles in what became known as Sherman neckties.
 But Sherman’s objective was more than just physical destruction of the Confederates’ ability to wage war. As Robert O’Connell make clear, the March was “designed to produce a psychological reaction among Southerners and how that, in turn, could be used to undermine their war effort.” Sherman’s intention was to “trek across the mind of the South as much as a march across its territory.”
 While Sherman and his men accomplished their goal with devastating efficiency during the fall of 1864, his March was coordinated with an equally brilliantly conceived operation by the superb Union cavalry leader Philip Sheridan. Conducting an equally destructive raid along Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, Sheridan attacked the “breadbasket of the Confederacy,” to the point that the Confederates could “no longer look to the Shenandoah for their cornmeal and hardtack.” After the campaign, the Union General said, “A crow flying over it would have to carry its own provender.”

General Sherman’s army reached Savannah on December 22, and presented it to Lincoln as a Christmas gift.  Though he destroyed virtually everything in his path across Georgia, he preserved Savannah to use as his new base and re-imposed discipline among the troops.  Sherman, who coined the phrase “War is Hell,” and his “Blue Belly” soldiers employed what we understand today as “total war.”  They completely devastated the South’s ability to wage ware by eliminating its supply lines and destroying railroads.  In the end, “Sherman’s March,” combined with the Confederacy’s increasing manpower shortage, demolished Confederate morale. In his memoirs, Sherman stated unapologetically, that his “aim . . . was to whip the rebels, to humble their pride, to follow them, to their inmost recesses, and make them fear and dread us.”
 Earlier in the war during the Mississippi campaign in late 1862, General Sherman expressed similar sentiments to his commanding officer, Ulysses Grant, when he said, “They [Southerners] cannot be made to love us, but may be made to fear us.”
 Regardless of Southerners’ opinion of Sherman and the Union soldiers, the general’s campaign had the desired effect. He estimated that his March to the Sea cost the Confederacy over $100 million in property, agricultural, and industrial destruction.

Reelection of President Lincoln

If ever there was an occasion to justify the delay or even cancellation of an election, the American Civil War would have been that occasion. Never before had a free nation held a scheduled election for its political leadership in the midst of a civil war. But President Lincoln never hesitated in determining that the elections of 1864 and his re-election bid should proceed as scheduled.  Following his successful campaign he would tell a group of supporters, “We cannot have free government without elections, and if the rebellion should force us to forego or postpone a national election, it might fairly claim to have already conquered and ruined us.”
 So while the president agonized over the course of the war, he also prepared for his uncertain political future.  Until Sherman’s capture of Atlanta in September in 1864, the president’s re-election was in serious doubt.  Indeed, most Northern Democrats combined the bloody carnage of the war during the summer of 1864 with the notion that Lincoln’s was prolonging the war solely to abolish slavery. Criticizing the president for not accepting a “peace without victory,” many in the Democratic press claimed that Lincoln “prefers to tear a half million more white men from their homes. . . to continue a war for the abolition of slavery rather than entertain a proposition for the return of the seceded states with their old rights.”
 Of course, Lincoln knew that Jefferson Davis would never agree to any terms that did not include Southern Independence. But so certain was the president of his impending defeat that on August 23, 1864, less than three months prior to the election, he asked his Cabinet to sign a folded memorandum without revealing its contents:

This morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that this Administration will not be reelected.  Then it will be my duty to so cooperate with the President-elect as to save the Union between the election and the inauguration; as he will have secured the election on such grounds that he cannot possibly save it afterward.

As the president’s re-election campaign commenced, the summer of 1864 proved to be some of the darkest, most demoralizing days of the war. Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles expressed the sentiments of many both within and outside the government when he lamented, “The immense slaughter of our brave men chills and sickens us all. It is impossible for the country to bear up under these monstrous errors and wrongs.”
 Because of the poor performance of the Union army, the seemingly endless nature of the conflict, and the failure of the president to locate an effective military leader until the arrival of General Grant, and the heavy casualties suffered by both sides, but particularly the Union forces, some within the Republican Party believed Lincoln should be replaced as the party’s leader and the nation’s Commander-in-Chief.  As noted earlier, the president was severely criticized throughout much of the war; the Congress had established a Committee on the Conduct of the War, which was controlled by an emerging group of radical Republicans.  Northern Democrats, who meandered in political wilderness following the death of Stephen Douglas in June 1861, split into opposing camps.  War Democrats supported Lincoln’s military policies and the effort to preserve the Union, although they constantly hounded the president for expanding the conflict into a war to liberate slaves and blamed him for the army’s dismal performance.  Peace Democrats, whose most extreme members were known as Copperheads—so named due to the venomous snake’s ability to attack an unwitting victim without warning—opposed the president both militarily and politically.  They sympathized with the South and, at times, openly obstructed the war effort.  Their actions bordered on treason and they resorted to personal insults and attacks on Lincoln, referring to him as the “Illinois Ape” and accusing him of conducting a “Nigger War.”
  The conduct of these Peace Democrats, who believed their undermining of the Union war effort was constitutionally protected speech, prompted Lincoln to ask, “Must I shoot a simple-minded soldier boy who deserts, while I must not touch a hair of a wily agitator who induces him to desert?”
 The most prominent of the Copperheads was Dayton, Ohio congressman Clement L. Vallandigham.  A southern partisan, Vallandigham was arrested and convicted of sedition for his anti-administration actions and intrigues with rebel agents.
  He escaped to Canada to continue his opposition to the war and actually received the Ohio Democratic Party’s nomination for governor while in Canadian exile.
  

Lincoln also suffered from overly ambitious cabinet members—at least three of them believed they should have been elected president in the first place.  Seward, who anticipated being the real power broker in the administration and at times worked behind the president’s back, eventually became a very loyal and trusted advisor to the president.  Compounding the president’s political problems within his own party was the corruption of Secretary of War Simon Cameron, who was charged with the massive task of organizing and supplying the Union armies.  Under Cameron’s incompetent leadership, the government was grossly overcharged for supplies and weapons, while the Secretary directed government contracts to his home state of Pennsylvania or to private companies in which he had a direct financial interest.  In 1862, the president appointed Edwin M. Stanton, a strong antislavery supporter and fiercely honest man, to replace Cameron at the War Department.
 
Political intrigue stemmed from another corner of the president’s cabinet when Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase, a serious candidate for the 1860 nomination, continued those presidential hopes in 1864, and actually supported “building a boom for Chase as a dump-Lincoln candidate.”
  Lincoln solved this problem by appointing Chase as the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court in early 1864 following the death of Roger Taney.  The effort to replace Lincoln as the party’s standard-bearer ultimately failed; eventually the Republican Party united with the War Democrats and adopted the name “National Union Party” in an effort to demonstrate northern unity in the war effort.  In a most fateful decision, the party placed Andrew Johnson, a Tennessee Democrat and the only representative from a Confederate state not to resign from the United States Congress during the secession crisis, on the ticket as the president’s running mate, replacing Lincoln’s first vice president Hannibal Hamlin.  The thought that Lincoln may not survive a second term apparently did not enter the conventioneers’ minds when they placed Johnson’s name on the ballot.

The Democratic Party nominated General George B. McClellan, the former commander of the Army of the Potomac, as their presidential candidate.  The party approved a peace platform that called for an immediate end of the war “on the basis of the Federal Union of the states,”
 a wholly unrealistic and absurd proposition. In fact, McClellan did not sympathize with the Peace Democrats and, as he consistently regarded Lincoln’s orders, the former General of the Army of the Potomac ignored the party’s platform. McClellan’s refusal to respect the Democratic Party’s defeatist program made him, in the words of Conrad Black, “a dishonorable candidate standing on a dishonorable platform.”
  
The philosophical rift between the party platform and its candidate, combined with Sherman’s crucial capture of Atlanta and the recent fortunes of the Union armies dramatically improved Lincoln’s re-election changes. In the end, Lincoln won a surprisingly easy re-election, which was assisted by the administration’s and several northern states’ decision to grant furloughs to soldiers to go to the polls; what’s more, election rules permitted on-duty soldiers to vote at the front.  This was, as James McPherson has noted, a “bold experiment in democracy: allowing fighting men to vote in what amounted to a referendum on whether they should continue fighting.”  The decision worked for the Republicans as the president collected seventy-eight percent of the soldiers’ vote in twelve states in which the military ballots were tabulated separately.
  Overall, Lincoln won fifty-five percent of the popular vote and 212 out of 233 electoral votes.
  Lincoln’s victory was the final nail in the coffin of the Confederacy’s prospects of victory and independence. But the fact that a free and fair presidential election was held in the midst of a civil war—a war that until very recently had gone miserably for the Union—with the incumbent candidate convinced he would lose was amazing in and of itself, not to mention unprecedented.
Grant Takes Command – The End of the Confederacy

As the presidential election approached and passed, the war continued unabated.  With Grant in control of the Army of the Potomac following Gettysburg, his prime objective was to coordinate advances on all fronts and prevent the Confederate armies from reinforcing each another.  Honored by the president with the rank of Lieutenant General,
 the first in American history since George Washington, Grant was the first Union commander who understood Lincoln’s desire to pursue and destroy the Rebel army. The focus of the Union’s previous commanders had been the city of Richmond and the belief that the capture of the Confederate capital would drive a stake through the spirit of the Confederacy and induce its surrender. Even if that was the case, Lincoln and Grant both understood that the destruction of the Army of Northern Virginia would both crush the South physically and psychologically and the capture of Richmond would soon follow.

With President Lincoln and General Grant reading from the same playbook, Grant instructed General Meade, “Lee’s Army will be your objective point.  Wherever Lee goes, there will you go also.”  General Sherman, who would forge a very close personal and working relationship with General Grant,
 took control of the Union forces in the west and was ordered to “move against [General Joseph] Johnston’s army, break it up, and to get into the interior of the enemy’s country as far as you can, inflicting all the damage you can against their war resources.”
  In short, the Union strategy was to confront and destroy the Confederate forces everywhere, the fourth of the five points of the Anaconda Plan as a prelude to capturing Richmond.  As General Lee employed a fierce defense of the Confederate capital, this strategy resulted in a series of brutally horrific and bloody battles in 1864 and into 1865.  The Wilderness Campaign, named for the dense forest in which the battle was fought, resulted in both armies losing eighteen percent of their fighting force. However, unlike previous engagements in which there was no clear winner, General Grant did not retreat or draw back toward Washington to recuperate and reorganize. Implementing his strategy to shadow General Lee wherever he went, Grant instructed the Army of the Potomac to turn south in pursuit of the Army of Northern Virginia.
 Just days after the Battle of the Wilderness, the two armies met again in a bloody clash at Spotsylvania Courthouse, and then in early June at Cold Harbor, a battle in which Union soldiers put name tags on their toes so that they could be later identified. By the summer of 1864 when General Grant set siege around the city of Petersburg just outside Richmond, the Army of the Potomac had lost over sixty-five thousand men—killed, wounded or missing—approximately ten percent of its fighting force.
 Though General Lee’s casualties were not as large as Grant’s, the Confederate commander could ill afford them as the South could not replenish its forces as easily as could the Union. Throughout the rest of 1864 and into the early spring of 1865, Grant attempted unsuccessfully to break through the Confederate lines resulting in huge additional losses on each side.  
One battle of note during the Petersburg siege occurred in July 1864 called the Battle of the Crater. A regiment of Pennsylvania coal miners from Schuylkill County just outside of Philadelphia proposed to tunnel under the Confederate lines more than five hundred feet and plant four tons of gun powder. The plan worked to perfection as the explosion blew a hole one hundred and seventy feet long, sixty feet wide, and thirty feet deep. Confederate troops fled in terror, but when the Union troops moved forward, they gazed in amazement at what had occurred; some even inexplicably wandered into the crater. The disorganized Union troops lost the advantage and the Confederates re-establish their lines and even managed to inflict more casualties than they took.
 
However, throughout the remainder of 1864 and into 1865, General Lee lost a greater proportion of men than General Grant and those losses could be as easily replaced.  Indeed, by the beginning of 1865 there were more black men serving in the Union army and navy than there were white soldiers in all of the Confederate forces.
 In short, the South was losing a desperate war of attrition.  At one point, General Lee, as a way to supplement the Confederate forces, made the astonishing proposal to arm slaves and promise them freedom if the South prevailed. While some Southerners supported Lee’s idea, many others shrieked with horror at the very concept of arming slaves. The Richmond Examiner, one of the Confederacy’s most influential newspapers, editorialized that the “existence of a negro soldier is totally inconsistent with our political aim and with our social as well as political system. . . If a negro is fit to be a soldier he is not fit to be a slave.”
 The Charleston, South Carolina Mercury called the proposal “inconsistent, unsound, and suicidal,” and would “surrender the strength and power of our position.”
 A leading member of the Confederate Congress, Georgia’s Howell Cobb, said, “If slaves make good soldiers our whole theory of slavery is wrong.”
 The desperation of the Confederacy was causing the theory on which Southerners justified its existence, and thus the cause of the Civil War, to collapse. But despite the glaring contradictions, a bill to arm slaves (although not explicitly to grant them freedom) narrowly passed the Confederate Congress in March 1865; however, the measure proved too little too late and no slave participated in any battle on the Confederate side.

As the casualty lists became known, public opinion was outraged at the brutality of the conflict.  Grant was called “blood and guts” and “Grant the Butcher.”  But as Allen Guelzo points out, “Over the long haul, Grant husbanded the lives of his men far more effectively than Lee; it was Lee, not Grant, who bled his armies dry.”
 But despite the traumatizing losses, neither side would entertain the notion of compromise.  Lincoln, though agonizing over the loss of life, supported Grant’s strategy and would accept nothing less than Union and emancipation.  The South, for its part, even at this late date would accept nothing less than independence.

Finally, on April 9, 1865, almost four years to the day after the bombardment of Fort Sumter and after he had abandoned Richmond, General Lee, with his Army of Northern Virginia and the South completely exhausted, recognized the futility of continuing the fight and met Grant in the home of Wilmer McLean at Appomattox Courthouse, about 70 miles west of Richmond.  Lee decided, “there is nothing left for me to do but go and see General Grant, and I would rather die a thousand deaths.”
 At the McLean homestead “the son of an Ohio tanner dictated surrender terms to the scion of a First Family of Virginia.”
  Grant offered generous terms to Lee and his men, allowing the Confederate soldiers to take their horses home for the spring planting season and the fall harvest.  He also ordered that “there be not the slightest gesture of exultation nor any act disrespectful” toward “a foe who had fought so long and valiantly, and had suffered so much for a cause, though that cause was, I believe, one of the worst for which a people ever fought, and one for which there was the least excuse.”
 A few days later, Lincoln went to Richmond and sat in Jefferson Davis’s office, which the Confederate president had hastily vacated less than two days before.  Along the way to Richmond the president was met by scores of freed slaves who praise him as “Father Abraham.”  Although some Confederate diehards proposed continuing guerrilla tactics in the southwestern portion of the Confederacy, Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston surrendered the remaining Southern army to General Sherman at Durham Station, North Carolina.
 The Civil War was effectively over.

The Assassination of President Lincoln

The last act of the Civil War had yet to be played out, however.  Less than a week following Lee’s surrender, on April 14, 1865, President Lincoln, while enjoying the play My American Cousin with his wife at Washington’s Ford Theater, was shot in the back of the head by a half-crazed, pro-southern named John Wilkes Booth, one of the most famous actors in America.  Following the attack, Booth leaped from the president’s box down to the theater stage, but he caught his foot on a curtain that surrounded the box and badly broke his ankle. He hobbled from the theater yelling “Sic semper tyrannis!” (“Thus ever to tyrants,” Virginia’s state motto). Booth’s escape was short-lived as he was later shot by federal authorities and died when the barn in which he attempted to avoid capture was burned to the ground.
 As a result of Booth’s single shot, Lincoln fell into a deep coma and died the following day.
  Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, one of Lincoln’s strongest critics during the early stages of the war, spoke for everyone when he said: “Now he belongs to the ages.”
 
As part of a larger conspiracy, Booth and his compatriots targeted General-in-Chief Grant, Vice President Johnson, and Secretary of State Seward. Only Seward was seriously wounded as the other conspirators either lost their nerve or were too drunk to carry out their duty. However, the other plotters, including David Herold and Lewis Powell, who attacked Secretary of State Seward; George Atzerodt, who failed in his attempt to kill Vice President Johnson; and Mary Surratt, the owner of the boarding house where Booth and his conspirators frequently congregated and the only women involved in the scheme, were tried by a military tribunal, convicted, and hanged in July 1865. Also charged was Dr. Samuel Mudd, who set Booth’s broken leg after the attack. To this day, the full extent of Dr. Mudd’s involvement is not fully known; however, he, along with the others, was tried and convicted, but received only a four-year prison term. Mudd was pardoned by President Andrew Johnson in 1869.
  

The timing of Lincoln’s death could not have occurred at a better time for his reputation and historical legacy; it erased the memories of his deficiencies and the dark days of the war’s early years, and accentuated his nobler qualities.  History would judge the martyred president as one of the nation’s greatest.  Conrad Black gives this somewhat lengthy, but very appropriate summation of Lincoln’s impact on the nation and his legacy as one of our greatest, if not the greatest, president: 

His strategic management was masterly at every phase, as the secession crisis grew, as he split the Democrats in the debates with Douglas, took the Republican nomination from under the nose of Seward, arranged for the South to attack the Union, folded emancipation into the main war aim of preservation of the Union, and implemented Scott’s strategy by identifying and promoting gifted commanders from well down in the ranks when the war began, all the while out-maneuvering domestic opposition and foreign scheming, and speaking and writing publicly of the country’s war aims with unforgettable eloquence. So unassuming and free of egotism was he, that like a great circus performer, it was only obvious after he had left the stage how brilliant his strategic conceptions, command decisions, and tactical initiatives had been. That, coupled to the nobility of his cause, in infallible mastery of English, and his profoundly sympathetic personality, explains and justifies Lincoln’s immense and universal prestige.

Indeed, Lincoln’s assassination may be the ultimate example of tragic irony. Booth’s act served as an indication of President Lincoln’s success as the leader of the United States during the nation’s darkest days and its greatest crisis. As James McPherson writes, “If Lincoln had been a failure, he would have lived a longer life.”

At the same time, the assassination could not have come at a worse time for the South where—believing the killing of the president gave new life to Confederate hope or, at least, offered retribution for the previous four years—celebrations over the president’s death were premature.  If Lincoln’s death led some in the South to believe a divine miracle had occurred, his murder turned out to be a catastrophic nightmare for the former Confederacy.
  As the coming months and years would bear out, it would not be an exaggeration to say that with the death of President Lincoln, the South may have lost its greatest advocate.  In his second inaugural address, the president addressed the issue of reconstructing the seceded states and assured them he and his administration would act “with malice toward none, with charity for all.”
  It is very possible that Lincoln would have reconstructed the Union under substantially better terms than what actually occurred under President Johnson and the radical Republican Congress.  Lincoln had won the war, he had the political skills and tact to deal with his congressional opponents and, most importantly, he was a Republican.  It is highly unlikely that Lincoln would have committed the same political mistakes and blunders that Andrew Johnson would make; Lincoln had common sense, grace, diplomatic skills, and good will.  Johnson, while a man of principle, possessed none of those attributes.  The assassination also caused substantial bitterness in the North; it instilled a strong desire for vengeance and punishment on the South.  Indeed, when a Southern woman told General William Sherman she was glad Lincoln had been shot, the general responded, “Madam, the South has lost the best friend it had.”
 Unquestionably, the Confederacy had paid a high price for secession; now the southern states would pay an equally high price for the murder of the president.

The Significance and Impact of the American Civil War

The impact of the Civil War on the United States is enormous and cannot be overstated. It profoundly and irreparably changed the country.  One historian has called the Civil War the “simultaneous culmination and repudiation of the American Revolution.”
  American history during the antebellum era can be separated into four defined ideological stages: 1) the radical republican era that both spawned and motivated the American Revolution; 2) the Jeffersonian state that arose in response to the Federalist era; 3) the Jacksonian period that followed the War of 1812; 4) and the abolitionist movement that began in the early 1830s and continued until the commencement of the Civil War.  

The Constitutional Convention of 1787 took place between the first and second stages and served as a counter-revolutionary move against the burgeoning radical elements of the revolutionary era. It created the Federal Constitution to replace the libertarian Articles of Confederation and, while leaving the states significant authority and independence, established a stronger national government with defined, but limited, powers.  During the first 70 years of the republic under the Constitution, two diametrically opposite views arose concerning the true meaning of that document, as well as the true fulfillment of the revolutionary era.  The first interpretation, as embodied first by the Federalist Party and later by the Whig party, asserted that centralized authority was a legitimate use of government power to improve the human condition and deal with society problems, such as chattel slavery, and that a more broad reading of the Constitution necessitated this understanding.  The second version promoted the philosophy, endorsed by the Jeffersonian and Jacksonian Democratic parties, that true liberty could only be realized through a balanced combination of national unity with states’ rights tradition of self-determination, decentralized government, and localism; thus only a narrow interpretation of the Constitution could avert an abusive central government.  The abolitionists epitomized the former view, while the fire-eating supporters of secession—after they jettisoned the national unity part—embraced the latter, although toward the end secessionists broadly interpreted the Constitution to justify federal protection of slavery.  But in a paradox of colossal proportions, the Civil War and the destruction of secession as a viable and legal recourse to perceived governmental abuse of power resulted in an unprecedented growth in the power and scope of the federal government and the adoption of the notion that government—a strong, centralized government—was a legitimate—indeed in many cases, the best instrument—to address and attempt to solve societal problems.  

The correlation between war and the growth of governmental power is clear.  “During war itself, the government swells in size and power, as it taxes, conscripts, regulates, generates inflation, and suppresses civil liberties.  [A]fter the war ends, there is a ratchet effect.  Post-war retrenchment never returns government to its prewar levels.  The State has assumed new functions, taken on new responsibilities, and exercised new prerogatives that continue long after the fighting is over.  Both of these phenomena are starkly evident during the Civil War.”
  Probably no other event in American history, with the possible exception of the two world wars, resulted in more usurpation of power by the national government from all other sources—state and local governments, business, and individuals—than the American Civil War.  Indeed, this expansion of coercive state power occurred on both sides as the Confederate government implemented economic policies, such as a total cotton embargo, that would have made even the mildest of states’ rights advocates shriek with horror during the antebellum era. 

Related to this issue is the effect the war had on financing the federal government.  Prior to the Civil War, an unwritten agreement between the federal government and the states permitted the former to acquire revenue primarily through external taxes, i.e., custom duties (tariffs) and the sale of public lands.  The states, for the most part, held exclusive control over internal taxes, such as excise taxes on the sale of liquor and other commodities.  During the Civil War, the federal government resorted to all forms of revenue generation, which it did not relinquish at the conclusion of the conflict, despite the Supreme Court’s decision against the income tax.  The Civil War ended this structural financial independence and, more than any other factor, contributed to the proliferation of the central government’s power at the expense of the state and local governments, as well as individuals.

But the Civil War did more than promote the growth of the central government.  Some have maintained that the “United States” was a plural term prior to the conflict; afterwards it became a singular term—that is, before the war the United States was a Union of many states within a loose federative governing structure; now it was a single nation comprised of many states.  This unifying effect of the United States came at a price.  Over 600,000 men died on both sides combined; this accounts for more American deaths than in all other American wars combined up to the present day.  In concrete terms, the war cost the nation over $15 billion; however, this figure does not include intangibles such as family dislocations, children who otherwise would have been born or families that would have been created, wasted energies, lowered ethics, disrupted lives, bitter memories, the loss of innocence that war inevitably brings, and hatreds (waving the “bloody shirt”) the sections would feel toward each other for many years.
  It would take decades for the South to recover economically and politically on a national scale; and it would take almost that long for the Democratic Party to recover as a viable national political organization.  The Democrats elected only one president (for two separate terms) between 1860 and 1912, though a few of the elections they lost were very close, and a southerner did not win the White House until Virginia-born Woodrow Wilson in 1912.  

Without a doubt, the most obvious and historic outcome of the Civil War was the liberation of nearly four million slaves. No single event in all of human history freed more people held in bondage at any one time than at the conclusion of the American Civil War, and when one considers the sacrifice to economic self-interest abolishing slavery had, it stands “as the greatest landmark of willed moral progress in human history.”
 However, this progress was accomplished through horrific violence and with little or no advanced thought of the welfare of the freedmen.  Blacks, while given claim to their part to the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, suffered under pressures of racist prejudice, discrimination, and shear political power.  While the laws and the Constitution can be changed relatively easy, changing hearts and minds that had been entrenched with over two centuries of mental conditioning to accept human bondage can take much longer, though, of course, it is no less justifiable. 
The impact of slavery’s abolition had tremendous untold social, political, and economic effects. In defeating the Confederacy and ending the South’s “domestic institution,” the war also destroyed the concept of states’ rights as a method of justifying property in humans.  Moreover, the conflict destroyed the Old South and its aristocratic political class, but it did not provide a replacement; and since the plantation class had exercised a virtual monopoly on political power, the South, despite the best efforts of the Republican Party, was deprived of political leadership for over a generation.  The war and the South’s impaired position within the Union raised the specter of grievances for generations and romanticized its past—the plantation system, slavery, and the war—in a sort of perverted empathetic sentiment for the “lost cause.” Indeed, future president, the Virginia-born and Georgia-bred, Woodrow Wilson stated in 1880 as a University of Virginia law student, “Because I love the South, I rejoice in the failure of the Confederacy. . . . Conceive of this Union divided into two separate and independent sovereignties! . . . Slavery was enervating our Southern society. . . … [Nevertheless] I recognize and pay loving tribute to the virtues of the leaders of secession. .  . the righteousness of the cause which they thought they were promoting—and to the immortal courage of the soldiers of the Confederacy.”
  

At the same time, as the war wreaked havoc on the former Confederacy, it was an economic boom to the Northern states. In the North, the war stimulated economic expansion and industrial development that most likely would have taken much longer than four years to accomplish, and propelled the United States into a global economic and industrial powerhouses of unprecedented proportions.  At the same time, the South suffered economic devastation from which it would take decades to recover. Indeed, during the decade of the 1860s, “Northern wealth increased by 50%,” while “Southern wealth decreased by 60%,”
 a devastation that would take decades from which to recover. Furthermore, the war created a large class of military veterans, the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), who possessed substantial voting power and who used that power to create a society in which the Northern industrial economy could flourish at the expense of the underdeveloped South.  
Furthermore, the war represented a supreme test of American democracy, a test President Lincoln believed the nation passed.  Though many may not have realized it at the time, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address enveloped the preservation of American democratic ideals.  It was a test to determine if a nation, “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal” could “long endure.”  The soldiers at Gettysburg, as well as those throughout the war, sacrificed their lives for a cause “for which they gave the last full measure of devotion.”  Lincoln was determined that “these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.”
  While the Union military became an army of liberation following the September 1862 Battle of Antietam the preliminary announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation, that fact became evident after the president’s short speech at Gettysburg. But historically, his eloquence would not be just for domestic consumption. Lincoln’s words would offer motivation for the champions of democracy and liberalism all over the world, while the conflict that inspired those words laid the necessary ground work for a united and democratic United States that would continue to fulfill its destiny as the dominant republic of the hemisphere and the example to the world as a beacon of liberty and freedom for all.

But perhaps the great impact had by the American Civil War was its illumination, in the starkest of terms, of the best and the worst of American exceptionalism.  The conflict occurred as a result of the federal government seeking to maintain the integrity of the Union, while the Confederacy, no longer feeling safe within the Union, sought to establish a nation of its own; and, of course, the primary reason the Confederacy sense of insecurity was the fear that President Lincoln and the Republican party had designs on the institution of slavery, not just in the national territories, but in the Southern states as well. Thus, the Confederacy sought independence to preserve and expand its peculiar institution. Lincoln recognized this when he said, “All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war” and that “one [side] would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish.”
 Slavery had been the “paradox at the nation’s core,” contradicting all that America stood for. As the sectional crisis deepen during the 1800s and more and more Northerners recognized the moral depravity of human bondage, Southerners reacted with fierce vengeance to preserve what they considered to be an essential part of their economic, social, cultural, and political way of life. When the irreconcilable differences resulted in war, each side combined had given over three quarters of a million of their sons, brothers, and fathers to their respective cause. Though President Lincoln, at the beginning of the conflict, declare that the war’s sole purpose was to preserve the Union, after September 1862, the Union forces, whether the people recognized it or not became an army of liberation. By that time, and for the remainder of the war, Lincoln considered the preservation of the Union and slavery incompatible. Thus, while one side initiated the American Civil War to preserve their “liberty” to enslave an entire race of people, the other side accepted war in order to help that race realize their liberty. But it wasn’t just the victories on the battlefield and the eventual erosion of the Confederacy’s ability to fight, resulting in both the preservation of the Union and the liberation of the slaves, that makes the Civil War a shining light of American exceptionalism. The Union victory in the conflict did not just free the slaves; indeed, the Emancipation Proclamation began the process that culminated in the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery nationwide. What’s more, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments sought to elevate the black American race to equal citizenship status by overturning one of the most notorious Supreme Court decisions in all of American history—Dred Scott—and granting the freedmen full political rights by prohibiting racial discrimination in voting. As David Brion Davis notes, “few slave emancipations in history have been followed by anything equivalent to America’s first civil rights legislation and Constitutional amendments that for a limited time led a significant number of African Americans to vote, serve in state legislatures, and even to serve in the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives.”
 Though the eventual failure of Reconstruction (to be discussed in the following essay) delayed the realization of full and permanent black citizenship and political equality for an entire century, the vision and determined effort to provide it in the 1860s and 1870s demonstrated Americans’ desire to fulfill its mission and move close to creating “a more perfect union” that the principle of American exceptionalism represents. 
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