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2019
Member Honor Roll
•

PATRONS
o Beth Altenkirch
o April Harris
o Emil Posey

•

SUSTAINING MEMBERS
o Kevin Rodriguez
o Carol Codori

•

SUPPORTING MEMBERS
o Greg & Stephie Cousins
o John Scales

Special Notes:
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 3, at 6pm: Join Us at NICK’S RISTORANTE
December 3--note that’s a Tuesday--will
mark our latest and ever-popular group
supper at North Alabama’s top-rated
steak
house--Nick’s
Ristorante
in
Southeast Huntsville. This optional
“meeting” is in lieu of a speaker on
December 12, when the Little Round
Table takes our regular date. You are
welcome to attend both: December 3 at
Nick’s at 6pm and the LRT at the Elks on
December 12 at 6:30pm.
At Nick’s, we will honor the owner and staff for providing generous $50 gift certificates for
our end-of-meeting drawing each month. Members and guests always enjoy the fine service
and delicious menu, including steak, lamb, seafood, and pasta. Tuesday is also ladies’
night, with special prices too! If cost seems a factor, just order an appetizer or salad and
dessert, as many of us do. Great conversation will flow--on civil war history, current events,
and “you name it”—among new friends and stalwart regulars.
We have reserved for 15 in the non-smoking dining room and can add seats with enough
notice. Pay your own way. Let’s support Nick’s, our generous sponsor, whose location and
menu can be found at www.nicksristorante.com.
Your reply if attending is VERY IMPORTANT because Nick’s is already hosting holiday
parties, even this early in December. Unfortunately, we can’t promise you a seat if you
simply walk in, but you could try.
Please email carolcodori@att.net or text her at 256-293-0075 with your name and
number attending, by FRIDAY, November 22.
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What’s Old, What’s New in Downtown Huntsville: History and Architecture from the
1800s to Today
Saturday Morning and/or Lunch, November 16
Join your RT fellow members and bring guests, to connect as an informal group, rain or
shine. Led by Carol Codori, we’ll stroll, learn, and/or eat at some spots you may not have
checked out yet. Park for free on the street. Or use city lots on Greene and Eustis;
Washington and Clinton; or Jefferson and Holmes. No charge for tour, but your spending
will benefit local merchants.
Connect with us for any combination of the following times:
10:00am-11:00 Visit on your own, at the bi-monthly opening of the basement at historic
Harrison Brothers Hardware. See architectural features from the early 1800s, such as
stone foundations, handmade brick walls, and a rope-pulled freight elevator. See many
items you remember from grandpa’s barn or grandma’s house—even a wooden toilet tank!
Browse upstairs at the local artisan-crafted wares, in time for your holiday shopping.
11:00am-11:45
Meet Carol in front of Harrison Brothers Hardware. Depart for an easy
walk of 30-45 minutes around the Square. We’ll be viewing architectural features of iconic
antebellum buildings, including The First National Bank, the Schiffman Building, and
Church of the Nativity, plus several more modern ones. If weather is dry, we’ll peer below
street level at the 1860s-era “sunken sidewalk,” and learn its history on East Side Square.
At end of stroll, receive a free “Finding Huntsville” booklet as a gift from Historic
Huntsville Foundation, as its Bicentennial education project.
11:45—through lunch (optional) Continue strolling with Carol down Washington, then
down Clinton, to see the many new shops. End up at intersection of Jefferson and Holmes,
to see new spots in The Avenue block. These include MELT-Huntsville; Mo’s BBQ; Moon
Bakery; The Purveyor; and Indigo’s Boutique. OR get your car and drive to nearby Cyn
Shea’s Bistro off Church Street, across from the old Railroad Depot, to catch the end of the
weekly jazz brunch, until 1:30pm.
Trivia in the Newsletter:
The prize is: Dinner at Nick’s.
Beginning in October of 2018 we began a series in the Newsletter that addresses a
commonly ask question: With all the carnage that resulted from the Civil War why did the
Generals fight it the way they did?
Emil Posey explained in the final months of 2018 what leaders were taught and followed
up with strategic, operational, and tactical examples where they applied their teaching. The
series began with American Military Thought in 1860; Part 1; Drivers and Influences
(Doctrinal Underpinnings) and in Part 2, Application (Driving Strategies) and continued
with illustrations in the Opening Moves, Part 1: “…Two if by Sea”, Part 2, “One if by
Land…”, and Part 3, Sorting Out Kentucky and Missouri. Following the illustrations, he
expanded the discussion to several campaigns with a series titled All Roads Lead to
Richmond; Part I: Down the Valley, and Part 2: Up the Peninsula.
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Now Emil, John Mason, Ed Kennedy, and Arley McCormick are addressing the impact of
the political, economic, military, and citizens experience leading up to the Civil War. Emil
began with: Antebellum Politics, The Road to Secession, 1776 to 1860 and completes that
portion this month. John, Ed, and Arley will follow with their perspective of influencing
events leading to hostilities.
The Round Table is offering a certificate to Nick’s to the first member that answers
these questions correctly:
1. According to Emil; Two military philosophers, an engineer, and a notable practitioner
that framed the thought of military leaders in the Civil War were:
2. According to Emil; The opposing leaders of the forces engaged in the March 1862
Valley Campaign were:

Announcements:
Thursday, November 14, 2019 Michael Acosta will speak on the (first) Battle of New Bern,
NC. The purpose of this discussion is to introduce a little known (and not local) battle in
the Civil War and bring its background and results into our local
discussion. The discussion will center on the strategic importance of
the area, the lessons learned by the military and how some of those
concepts shaped modern day doctrine regarding combined arms fire,
amphibious assault tenets, and using terrain as an effective means of
defense. In addition, he will address the interesting topic of just how
youthful senior leadership was in both the CSA and the US forces
during the war.
The (first) Battle of New Bern in March of 1862 launched General
Ambrose Burnside to top of the popularity charts in the North and
Major Michael
hastened Lincoln to offer him command of the Army of the Potomac.
Acosta, USMC (Ret.)
Why didn’t he take Lincoln’s offer? After taking New Bern, the Union
army occupied it for the remainder of the war. Why did the North see this quaint
agricultural based town worthy of three years of occupation when it already had a robust
logistics system of its own? Why did the South try on two later occasions to re-take the city
when it was hardly defended to begin with? Was North Carolina even important to the
Confederacy and if so, why?
Michael is a member of the Round Table and a native of Texas. He is a retired US
Marine aviator and officer who moved to Huntsville in the summer of 2017. He graduated
from the US Naval Academy in 1998 with a Bachelors in History. He also holds a Masters in
Management and an MBA from the University of Maryland. He is a graduate of the USMC
Expeditionary Warfare School, Command and Staff College, and the Joint Combined
Warfare School. He and his wife, of over 21, Janet Murphy, of Salisbury, MD have three
children. He is an avid Revolutionary War and Civil War buff and thoroughly enjoys
dragging his family to various battlefield and historical sites around the country. Michael is
a local Naval Academy Representative and volunteers actively supporting his children’s
Scout units.
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We thank, Homewood Suites by Hilton, (714 Gallatin Street SW Huntsville) for their
support for the Round Table.
TVCWRT Opens the “Cracker line” again: Thank you John Scales for organizing the field
trip. It was a perfect day and memorable trip.
John
Scales
organized
and
outlined
the
trip
taken by
the Round
Table
Saturday,
2
November
and
our
friend
Ranger
Jim
Ogden,
from the Chickamauga National Battlefield, was on point for the day. No one was
disappointed.
The Union Army occupied Chattanooga after their rout at Chickamauga and the
Confederate Army initiated a siege by blocking the Tennessee River and encircling the city.
The Union forces, while running out of food, began planning to break out and regain the
initiative.
A chilly fog accompanied the group for a walk above the Tennessee
River as Ranger Jim Ogden described the events that transpired at
Bridgeport, Alabama while the Union Army stockpiled resources to
support a breakout from Chattanooga. Participants observed the pilons
remaining from the Civil War era that support the walking bridge
across the river. Jim provided illustrations that focused on the
magnitude of the logistics effort needed to support the Union Army.
Jim Ogden outlines
Then he described the scenes evident today along Highway 72 that
the significance of
Bridgeport in the
included views of the Sequatchee River valley, a route used by the
Union plans to
Union Army to resupply Chattanooga, rail and Union gun
breakout of
emplacements opposite Confederate forces on Moccasin Point. Next
Chattanooga.
was the panoramic view from the highest point at the Chattanooga
Nation Cemetery with accompanying commentary regarding the layout of the cemetery, key
terrain features around the city, the location of union fortifications around the city, the
The assembled TVCWRT members and friends that took the memorable trip to open the "Cracker
line".
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trials of a starving army both Union and Confederate, and options for the Union breakout
from the city.
The directions from I24 to Browns Ferry are not clearly marked but we were at the ferry,
where a lone private fired at the flotilla of Union troops that seized a foothold on the south
side of the river and routed the 5 Confederate defenders, thus establishing the foothold that
would begin the bring food to the Union troops and support the struggle for Atlanta.
Here April Harris, President of the Round
Table, presented the Secretary of the Army’s,
Superior Public Service Medal to the National
Military Park Ranger-Historian James H.
Ogden, III of the Chickamauga and
Chattanooga National Military Park and
Moccasin
Bend
National
Archeological
District. Ranger Ogden was awarded the April Harris, President of
Emil Posey reading the
the TVCWR, presenting
citation that supports
highest honor the Army provides for civilian the award to Ranger Jim
Ranger Jim Ogden's award.
service because of over three decades of Ogden. John Scales holds
exceptionally outstanding public service to the banner.
the U.S. Army. He became a legendary supporter of U.S. Army
professional development.
From the vantage point of Walmart Parking lot overlooking Wauhatchee, Ranger Jim
Ogden explained the troop movements and trials of both the Union and Confederate forces
struggling to control the environment of Wauhatchee and then we descended into into the
valley to see and feel the terrain those soldiers faced.
The day was, once again, a highlight of the year for members and friends of the TVCWRT.

Civil War Historian James I. (Bud) Robertson Jr. Dies
In Memoriam: Legendary Civil War historian James I. (Bud) Robertson Jr. the legendary
education is quoted as saying, “History is the greatest teacher you will ever have.” James I.
(Bud) Robertson Jr. often told his students. If history is the greatest teacher, many of them
might have argued, then he was the second greatest. Robertson, Alumni Distinguished
Professor Emeritus of History at Virginia Tech, died on Nov. 2 after a long illness. He was
89 years old. Members can access the full obituary at the weblink below.
https://www.roanoke.com/news/mr-virginia-historian-bud-robertson-diesat/article_e3ad4ea9-5d5c-5b53-ab62-1b56a66066ee.html.
The Schedule for Wreaths for Veterans.
WREATH PLACEMENT
Tuesday, 19 November- 9:30- Valhalla Cemetery, 698 Winchester Rd,NE
Wednesday, 20 November- 9:30- Maple Hill Cemetery, 210 Maple Hill St.
(corner of California and McClung) enter from McClung.
CEREMONY--- 11 am - Saturday, 14 December- Valhalla Cemetery
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WREATH PICKUP
Tuesday, 7 January 2020 - Valhalla-9:30
Wednesday, 8 January 2020 - Maple Hill- 9:30

The 2020 TVCWRT Schedule of Speakers
Date/Speaker

Title of Presentation

9-Jan: Richard Jozefiak …………….. Paper Currency in Civil War:
North Alabama's Role
13-Feb: Dan Mallock ………………… Adams, Jefferson, and the
Catastrophic Era of Reassessment
12-Mar: Donna Castellano …………. Huntsville's Historic Homes:
Statehood, Civil War, and Beyond
21-Mar: Saturday 11am TBD ……... Walking tour of architecture Spring Extra,
9-Apr: Michael Acosta ………………. Fort Fisher, NC the Fall of “Southern Gibraltar”
14-May: Phillip Wirey ……………….. James Longstreet: Local Boy Meets Gettysburg, PA
11-Jun: Linda Moss-Mines ………… "Nurse Walker" Portrayal
9-Jul: Judge (Ret) David Breland … Stories of Civil War Decatur, AL:
And DeAngelo McDaniel
How African American. & White Citizens
Coped
13-Aug: Curt Fields (US Grant) …... Returns to Huntsville: From Early Years to Shiloh
11-Sept: Mauriel Joslyn ……………. Battle of Chickamauga, Before and After
8-Oct: Dakota Cotton ………………. Athens, AL: The Siege and Historic Beaty House
12-Nov: Eric Whittenberg ………….. U.S. Cavalry at Brandy Station, VA
Membership: as of October
31st, 2019, the TVCWRT has
140 members with room for
more.

TVCWRT Features
Book Reviews
Gettysburg Kids Who Did The Impossible by Gregory
Christianson, Savas Beatie, 2019, A Tennessee Valley
Civil War Round Table review by Emily Creekmore, 7th
grade.
Gettysburg Kids Who Did The Impossible is about a
bunch of kids who risked their lives to either help soldiers
or just keep their family and animals safe. This book also
gives some perspective on what life was like during the war
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and battles. As I was reading this book, I found that it was very interesting to me. I feel like
both adults and kids could enjoy this book. There were pictures and stories to satisfy
readers of all ages. There were facts about generals in the war, about Abraham Lincoln, and
more.
I cannot think of a single bad thing about this book. It was very well organized and had
many paintings and pictures showing what was happening. I feel like this is an important
book because all the time the only people mentioned were the adults who fought (and don’t
get me wrong, they deserved to be mentioned for their actions) but everyone forgets about
kids who also played an important role in the wars and battles. For every person who
bought a loaf of bread for a soldier and every young woman who helped at a hospital, they
should have a chance for their story to get told. I feel that this is what the book did. It let
their stories be told.
Johnsonville, Union Supply Operations on the Tennessee River and the Battle of
Johnsonville, November 4-5, 1864, Jerry T. Wooten, 206 pages, Savas Beatie, A
Tennessee Valley Civil War Round Table Review by Arley McCormick.
If you’re not a student of Nathan Bedford Forest, Civil War rail roads,
the Union occupation of Tennessee, the use of United States Colored
Troop (USCT), or Civil War logistics, Johnsonville is an interesting mosaic
that addresses all the topics. Also, if you’re interest is battles and leaders,
you will be satisfied to learn a bit more about the battle dynamics affected
by rivers and mud. And, as a bonus, you will learn about military policy,
home front growth, and how the war time economy impacted the local
population long after the ceasefire.
Johnsonville is in Humphreys County, Tennessee on the Tennessee
River northeast of Nashville and near the Kentucky border. It will take a
little analysis to determine why the location was selected as a principle
supply depot supporting General Sherman’s march through Georgia. But, the author, Jerry
T. Wooten, holding a PhD in Public History and the former Park Manager at Johnsonville
State Historic Park, has assembled a notable narrative based upon research supported by
official records, primary and secondary sources documenting the use of contraband
laborers, and archives denoting Unionist support in West Tennessee.
He includes an ample array of maps, sketches of Johnsonville’s navy, Humphreys County
Maps, and photos of leaders and soldiers including the USCT, and the Nashville rail depot.
Unfortunately, the black and white format for the book may challenge reading and the
study of the old maps and some photos.
Many books are available that describe Nathen Bedford Forests’ activities in West
Tennessee but Dr. Wooten indicated his intent was to provide the most extensive coverage
of the combat action around Johnsonville yet written and he may have accomplished that
objective.
Granted, a limited budget may discourage a battle and boots enthusiast from acquiring
this volume, but it provides very useful nuggets of information on all the topics mentioned
above.
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Nooks and Crannies
This is the final article related to antebellum national politics. The series originated with
Arley’s initiative to establish a series of educational modules on our website to spark the
interest of those early in their study of the war. He tagged me for a survey of politics.
National politics at the time were complicated and fiercely partisan with a raucous
Congress usually the center of action. There were numerous attempts at compromises and
policies to channel the furor towards eventual political resolution but to no avail. The
nation drew inexorably to war. Even at a summary level, it is a long story full of political
twists, turns, and colorful characters. I hope you enjoy it.
The Antebellum period in American history is generally considered to be the period before
the civil war and after the War of 1812, for the purposes of our discussion we expand it to
all the years from 1776 to 1860. –Emil (As always, comments and critique are most
welcome.)
Antebellum Politics
The Road to Session, 1776 to 1860
(Part 3, 1850 through Secession)
“… the time is near at hand when the South will have to choose between disunion, and
submission. I think so, because I see little prospect of arresting the aggressions of the North.
If anything can do it, it would be for the South to present with an unbroken front to the North
the alternative of dissolving the partnership or of ceasing on their part to violate our rights
and to disregard the stipulations of the Constitution in our favor; and that too without delay.
… But it will be impossible to present such a front, except by means of a convention of the
Southern States.”
Senator John Caldwell Calhoun to John Hugh Means of South Carolina, April 13, 1849
As the nation entered the 1850s, the sectional controversy over the boundaries and the
organization of the territory acquired from Mexico by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and
particularly the problem of the admission or the exclusion of slave property from this
territory, overshadowed all other political issues.72 The Wilmot Proviso was compiled and
passed while a convention of proslavery Southerners organized by Calhoun met at a
convention of all slave states in Nashville to form a united front against what was
increasingly viewed as Northern aggression.
The Nashville Convention
The previous year, Calhoun had urged a preliminary bipartisan Southern convention be
held in Mississippi to address federal limits on the growth of slavery. The delegates to the
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October 1, 1849, convention denounced the Wilmot Proviso and agreed to send delegates to
Nashville to define a resistance strategy.
One hundred seventy-six delegates from nine Southern states (Alabama, Arkansas,
Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia) convened in
Nashville on June 3-11, 1850. (A small delegation from Louisiana had been blocked from
attending by that state's moderate legislature.) The chief purpose of the convention was
generally conceded to be the presentation of a united protest from the South against the
attempt to exclude Southerners with their slaves from the national territories that had
recently been won from Mexico – in other words, to protect against all forms of the Wilmot
Proviso.73 Robert Barnwell Rhett of South Carolina, a leader of the extremists, sought
support for secession, but moderates from both the Whig and the Democratic parties were
in control and reined in his idea.
On June 10, the convention adopted 28 resolutions defending slavery and the right of all
Americans to migrate to the Western territories. The delegates were ready to settle the
question of slavery in the territories by extending the Missouri Compromise line west to the
Pacific. The convention adjourned without taking any action against the Union, and the
issue of secession was temporarily tabled.74
In September, Congress enacted the Compromise of 1850 (which superseded the Wilmot
Proviso), and six weeks later (November 11–18) the Nashville Convention reconvened for a
second session. This time there were far fewer delegates, and the extremists were in
control. Although they rejected the Compromise of 1850 and called upon the South to
secede, most Southerners were relieved to have the sectional strife seemingly resolved. The
second session of the Nashville Convention had little impact.75
Compromise of 1850 (the “Great Compromise”)
When President Zachary Taylor assumed office in early 1849, the question of the
extension of slavery into former Mexican lands had become critical. The immediate
pressure point was California, whose population mushroomed during the Gold Rush.
California petitioned for admission to the Union as a free state, threatening the existing
sectional balance of 15 free states and 15 slave states.
On January 29, 1850, Senator Clay of Kentucky
presented resolutions to his colleagues and argued that
they represented an essential spirit of compromise that
would preserve the Union. Calhoun felt otherwise and
spent a month developing a speech in response. Too ill to
deliver it himself, he was present in the chamber when
his colleague, Senator James M. Mason of Virginia, read it
on his behalf on March 4. It was Calhoun’s last speech;
he died within a month.76
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Calhoun's speech brought a response from Senator Daniel Webster on March 7.77 He
spoke in favor of compromise, although personally opposed to slavery, as a necessary step
to preserve the Union. Although a great speech, it was badly received by abolitionists78 in
the North.
Just four more days passed and yet another important speech was delivered, this time
by Senator William Henry Seward of New York. He sided with abolitionists and declared
that there was a "higher law than the Constitution" that should militate against any
compromise with slavery.79
On April 18, with the debate still inconclusive, Senator Henry Stuart Foote of Mississippi
moved for the appointment of a select committee of seven Whigs and six Democrats.
Known as the Committee of Thirteen, it drafted a bill based largely on Clay's compromise
resolutions of January. Clay, as chairman of the committee, presented a package of five
bills on May 8.
Under the compromise, Texas would surrender its claims to parts of the Mexican Cession
and other states in return for federal assumption of Texas's public debt. California would
be admitted as a free state, and the remaining portions of the Mexican Cession would be
organized into the New Mexico and Utah Territories.80 The people of each territory would
decide whether or not slavery would be permitted. The compromise also included a more
stringent Fugitive Slave Law and banned the slave trade in Washington, D.C.81
The five Senate bills moved to the House, which approved them after intense debate and
several close votes. Following reconciliation, Congress forwarded them to President Millard
Filmore, who signed all five of them into law in September. Intended to mollify the slave
states, the Compromise of 1850 by and large was little more than a band-aid that
increased unrest in the North. Its Fugitive Slave Act, however, proved to be incendiary.
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
“Surely one of the most critically
misguided pieces of legislation in US
history, [this Act] proved strikingly cruel,
even for a proslavery measure. It forced
the federal government to grossly
overstep its bounds in defense of slavery
at a time when antislavery sentiment
was clearly on the rise, sparking outrage
and defiance in the North and, in turn,
further
deepening
Southerners’
suspicions that their rights could no
longer be protected within the Union.”82
The Act required that all escaped slaves, upon capture, be returned to their owners.
Abolitionists nicknamed it the "Bloodhound Law" for the dogs that were used to track down
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runaway slaves. The suspected slave could not ask for a jury trial or testify on their own
behalf. It stripped Northern courts of their authority over cases in which slaveholders
sought return of runaways, vesting it solely in the hands of federal commissioners.
Moreover, it even required the governments and the residents of free states, upon threat of
fine or imprisonment, to enforce the capture and return of fugitive slaves. Slave owners
needed only to supply an affidavit to a federal marshal to pursue and capture an escaped
slave. Officers who captured a fugitive slave were entitled to a bonus or promotion for their
work.83
The broader political ramifications revolved around enforcement by non-slave (Northern)
states. In fact, it led to a seeming reversal of states’ rights and nullification advocacy by the
North. As explained by Phil Leigh; “To understand the controversy, begin with the 1789
Constitution. “The Constitution would never have been adopted unless it contained
provisions to prevent slaves from escaping “slave” states as a way to obtain freedom in free
states. Thus, Article Four, Section Two … is clear: Runaway slaves must be returned to
slaveowners.
“Four years later the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 strengthened the Constitution’s fugitive
slave clause. The ’93 Act authorized local governments to seize and return escaped slaves
and penalized anyone who aided in their flight. Gradually select Northern states defied the
’93 Act by passing state laws that might imprison any slavecatcher that came into the state. Eventually the Supreme
Court got involved. In the 1842 Prigg v. Pennsylvania eight-toone decision the Court ruled that such state laws were
unconstitutional. However, it also ruled that no state could be
compelled to devote legal resources to enforce slave-catching.
This necessitated a new law that would provide a federal
apparatus for enforcement.
Otherwise catching runaways
would default to an entirely private operation without any
government regulation to protect the innocent. [A] major part of
the 1850 Compromise was the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, which
was specifically designed to form the federal enforcement
Uncle Tom's Cabin, or Life Among the
Lowly was published in 1852 to great
success by Harriet Beecher Stow -- the
most popular 19th century novel and,
after the Bible, the second-best-selling
book of that century. Over 300,000
copies were sold in the United States in
its first year alone.
−Wikipedia

mechanism necessitated by Prigg v. Pennsylvania.
The new Act required the federal circuit courts to
appoint special commissioners to manage the
process. Slave-catchers had to gain the applicable
commissioner’s approval before returning a captured
slave. Commissioners decided whether the captured
person was an escaped slave, or free black. If judged
to be a free black the captive was set free and if
judged to be an escaped slave he (or she) was
12
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returned to the slaveholder. The extra paperwork required to return a runaway earned
commissioners a $10 fee whereas they otherwise got $5.
“Northerners soon reneged on the 1850 Compromise. In a number of instances mobs
almost immediately defied the law during the capture and return processes. Eventually
eight Northern states also passed personal liberty laws that penalized anyone who helped a
slave-catcher. They again invoked states’ rights as their authority even though such rights
were only reserved for factors not enumerated in the Constitution. But the right to regain a
runaway slave was explicitly stated in the Constitution. Even [Senator] Webster recognized
the constitutional responsibility for the free states to comply when he addressed the Senate
in 1850: ‘It is my judgement that the South is right ... And the North is wrong... Every
member of every northern legislature is bound by oath ... to support the Constitution ...
which says to these states that they shall deliver up fugitives ... No man fulfills his duty in
any legislature who sets himself up to find excuses, evasions, [and] escapes from this
constitutional obligation.’
“Due to such deliberate ‘excuses, evasions, and escapes,’ by 1854 the Fugitive Slave Act
was unenforceable in many parts of the country. Six months after the Supreme Court
ruled against the personal liberty laws in 1859, Abraham Lincoln admitted to an Ohio
audience, ‘We must not withhold an efficient fugitive slave law, because the constitution
demands it.’
“By then, however, some Northern states had gone too far. They invoked nullification
theory to justify their continued defiance even though Northerners ad rejected nullification
when South Carolina relied upon it some twenty years earlier in its tariff dispute.
Consequently, the South lost faith that the North could be trusted to abide compromises
and was instead set on gaining economic domination. As Calhoun had warned over a
decade earlier, by 1861 seven Cotton States concluded that Northern mendacity left selfdetermination as the only option to economic marginalization.”84
A contrarian revisionist view perhaps, but certainly consistent with Southern arguments
at the time. In any event, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 is roundly and rightly criticized by
all sides today. And the crisis would heat up — animosities and distrust would deepen,
and violence worsen as the downward slide towards civil war continued.
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854
The Kansas-Nebraska Act was one of the most important pieces of legislation in the
antebellum period.85 Passed by Congress on May 30, 1854, it allowed people in the Kansas
and Nebraska territories to decide for themselves whether or not to allow slavery within
their borders. This effectively repealed the Missouri Compromise of 1820, which prohibited
slavery north of latitude 36°30´ (the southern boundary of Missouri). It also precipitated
the breakup of the Democratic Party and gave rise to the antislavery Republican Party.
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Since the 1840s, Democratic Senator Stephen Arnold Douglas of Illinois had sought to
organize the Kansas and Nebraska territories in the remaining unorganized portion of the
Louisiana Purchase. His efforts were stymied by Southern leaders who refused to allow the
creation of territories that banned slavery in areas covered by the Missouri Compromise.
To win their support, Douglas agreed to back the repeal of the Compromise, with the status
of slavery to instead be decided on the basis of popular sovereignty by which citizens of
each territory, rather than Congress, would
determine whether or not slavery would be
allowed – in effect a new compromise to replace
the old one.
Douglas introduced the bill in January 1854
with the goals of opening new lands to
development and facilitating construction of a
transcontinental railroad, positioning himself
for national power, and overcoming the
sectional dispute about slavery still lingering
after the Missouri Compromise went into The Kansas-Nebraska act made it possible for
the Kansas and Nebraska territories (shown in
effect.86 It served to stoke national tensions orange) to open to slavery. The Missouri
instead. Popular sovereignty contradicted the Compromise had prevented this from happening
Missouri Compromise and left open the since 1820.
question of slavery, but that was not enough to
satisfy a group of powerful southern senators. They wanted to explicitly repeal the 1820
line. Douglas viewed the railroad as the “onward march of civilization,” so he agreed to
their demands. “I will incorporate it into my bill,” he told [Senator David Rice Atchison, a
Democrat of Missouri], “though I know it will raise a hell of a storm.”87 From that moment
on, the debate over the bill was no longer a discussion of railway lines. It was all about
slavery. It infuriated many in the North who considered the Missouri Compromise to be a
long-standing, binding agreement; in the South, it was strongly supported.
The bill passed in the Senate, but faced stronger opposition in the House. Though
Northern Whigs and even some of Douglas’ own Northern Democrats opposed it, the bill
passed the House with the support of almost all Southerners and the Northern Democrats
that stuck by Douglas. It was signed into law by President Franklin Pierce, himself a
Democrat. Douglas and President Pierce saw this legislation as a test of their party. The
party faltered and was torn apart, with many shifting into the emerging Republican Party.
After final passage, pro- and antislavery supporters rushed to settle Kansas to affect the
outcome of the first election held there after the law went into effect. Proslavery settlers
carried the election but were charged with fraud by antislavery settlers, and the results
were not accepted by them. The antislavery settlers held another election, however
proslavery settlers refused to vote. This resulted in the establishment of two opposing
legislatures within the Kansas territory. Violence soon erupted, with the antislavery forces
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led by John Brown. The territory earned the nickname "Bleeding Kansas" as the death toll
rose.
President Pierce, in support of the proslavery settlers, sent in Federal troops to stop the
violence and disperse the antislavery legislature. Another election was called. Once again
proslavery supporters won and once again, they were charged with election fraud. As a
result, Congress did not recognize the constitution adopted by the proslavery settlers, and
Kansas was not allowed to become a state. Eventually, antislavery settlers outnumbered
proslavery settlers and a new constitution was drawn up. On January 29, 1861, Kansas
was admitted to the Union as a free state, just months before the opening shots of the Civil
War.
Ostend Manifesto 1854
During the 1840’s and 1850’s, the United States became increasingly involved in Central
America and the Caribbean. While government officials attempted to acquire territorial
possessions in that region, private citizens (known as “filibusterers”) also organized armed
expeditions to various places in Mexico, Central America, and Cuba. Filibustering and
official US diplomacy were equally unsuccessful in acquiring permanent territorial gains,
tending instead to incite local antagonism against the US.
In the course of this, many proslavery Southerners sought to expand southwards,
looking for more territory into where slavery could grow and expand. Some even imagined
the United States as a great slave-owning republic that would
stretch across the Caribbean to Brazil.
In 1852 President Franklin Pierce sought to extend slavery by
means of territorial acquisition or diplomatic maneuver.
Northerners were particularly upset when he persuaded the
British to reduce their involvement in Central America and
recognized the apparently proslavery government set up in
Nicaragua by an American soldier of fortune. By one means or
another, Pierce sought to acquire Hawaii, Santo Domingo, and
Alaska, but by far his strongest quest was the purchase of Cuba
from Spain.88
The Ostend Manifesto (also known as the Ostend Circular)
was a diplomatic dispatch written by three American diplomats Filibusterer William Walker
stationed in Europe in 1854 (American ministers in Europe— launched several
expeditions into Latin
Pierre Soulé for Spain, James Buchanan for Great Britain, and America. For a time, he
John Young Mason for France).
It advocated the US ruled Nicaragua, although
he was eventually forced to
government acquire Cuba in the name of national security return to the United States.
through either purchase or force.89
The dispatch created In 1860, he was captured
controversy when it came to the public’s attention by partisan and executed in Honduras.
newspapers after Soulé leaked information about the meetings.
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The administration was finally forced to publish its contents, which caused irreparable
damage. Dubbed the "Ostend Manifesto", the dispatch was immediately denounced in both
the Northern states (the Republican press branded it as a manifesto appealing to Southern
opinion) and Europe (essentially Great Britain, France, and, of course, Spain). The Pierce
administration suffered a significant setback, the manifesto became a rallying cry for
antislavery Northerners, and many federal officials denounced it.
Acquisition of the island was favored by proslavery politicians who feared a slave rebellion
in Cuba might spread to the American South and was supported by a faction in Cuba itself.
It would also serve as an expansion of US slave-holding territory. Although it would
expand US territory, which seemingly would be beneficial to the nation overall, the
document caused uproar among antislavery groups because Cuba was already an
established slavery territory. Growing antislavery sentiment in the North, along with
Spanish determination to hold on to Cuba, eventually forced an end to attempts to acquire
the island.
Bleeding Kansas
Tensions in Kansas Territory were high in the spring of 1856, with violence along the
Missouri border between antislavery and proslavery factions on the increase. Amidst the
brewing violence was the conflict of competing governments. The proslavery government
was headquartered in Lecompton; the free-state government was headquartered in Topeka.
Lawrence (Douglas County, in northeastern Kansas) was the center of Kansas's antislavery
movement, and many of its leaders resided there.90
On May 21, 1856, responding to an order by Judge Samuel Dexter
Lecompte, a proslavery supporter, a posse of over 800 men from
Kansas and Missouri, led by Douglas County Sheriff Samuel J.
Jones and with a United States flag and one promoting “Southern
Rights”, rode into Lawrence to arrest them. The citizens of
Lawrence decided against resistance, but the posse was not
satisfied. They proceeded to destroy two newspaper offices,
burned and looted homes and shops, and gutted the Free State
Hotel. One man proslavery died during the violence, killed by
falling debris.91
The attack inflamed almost everyone. Republicans introduced
bills to bring Kansas into the Union under the free state
government, while Democrats introduced bills to bring it in as a slave
John Brown, 1856
state. Neither party alone could get the votes necessary to win.
Southworth & Hawes To increase readership, Republican newspapers exploited the
The Massachusetts
situation in Kansas. Their attack galvanized the northern states
Historical Society, Public
Domain
like nothing before. It went beyond passing proslavery laws. The
sacking of Lawrence was a direct act of violent aggression by
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slave-owning southern Fire Eaters. When the abolitionist John Brown heard about the
attack, he gathered the men of the Pottawatomie Rifles.92 They arrived too late to help
Lawrence, so they took their revenge several days later, on May 24, 1856, killing five
proslavery settlers near Dutch Henry’s crossing on Pottawatomie Creek in Franklin County.
This came to be known as the Pottawatomie Massacre. Brown, who had come to Kansas in
1855, used religious and moral reasons to justify his actions. By 1859 Brown had left
Kansas, but in the meantime, he had taken part in the Battle of Black Jack (near Baldwin
City, Douglas County) on June 2, 1856, and led Free-Staters in defending the town of
Osawatomie (Miami County) from a proslavery attack in August 1856.
Violence had existed in the territory as early as 1855 but the Sack of Lawrence and the
Pottawatomie Creek Massacre precipitated a guerilla war between proslavery and
antislavery forces. Although the violence was often sporadic and unorganized, mass
feelings of terror existed in the territory. Although President Buchanan tried to calm the
violence by supporting the Lecompton Constitution, his relentless support for this
constitution created a political crisis among the Democratic Party and only further
aggravated sectional tensions. The violence subsided following the Marais des Cygnes
Massacre (May 19, 1858, near Trading Post, an unincorporated community in Linn
County). The warring parties forged a fragile peace, but not before more than 50 settlers
had been killed.93
Violent events in Kansas increasingly dictated policy in Washington. As South Carolina
Congressman Lawrence Keitt wrote after the event, “The Kansas fight has just occurred,
and times are stirring. Everybody here feels as if we are on a volcano.” Bleeding Kansas
became a major campaign issue in the fall of 1856, the first to feature a Republican
presidential candidate (John C. Frémont who, along with Millard Fillmore of the American
Party, was defeated by Democrat James Buchanan).94

Senator Charles Sumner (R-MA)
Wikipedia

Caning of Charles Sumner
1856
On May 22, 1856, the most
famous of violent incidents in
Congress took place when a
member of the House entered the
Senate Chamber and savagely
beat
a
senator
into
unconsciousness.
The inspiration for this clash
came three days earlier when
Senator Charles Sumner, a
Massachusetts
antislavery
Republican and gifted speaker,

Preston Smith Brooks (DSC)
Wikipedia
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addressed the Senate on the explosive issue of whether Kansas should be admitted to the
Union as a slave state or a free state. In his 112-page speech, Sumner identified two
Democratic senators as the principal culprits —Douglas of Illinois and Andrew Pickens
Butler of South Carolina. He characterized Douglas to his face as a "noise-some, squat,
and nameless animal ... not a proper model for an American senator." Butler, who was not
present, received more elaborate treatment. Mocking the South Carolina senator's stance
as a man of chivalry, the Massachusetts senator charged him with taking "a mistress ...
who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him; though polluted in the sight of the
world, is chaste in his sight—I mean, the harlot, Slavery."95
Representative Preston Brooks was Butler's South Carolina kinsman. If he had believed
Sumner to be a gentleman, he might have challenged him to a duel. Instead, he chose a
gutta-percha walking stick.96 Shortly after the Senate had adjourned for the day, Brooks
entered the chamber, where he found Sumner busily attaching his postal frank to copies of
his "Crime Against Kansas" speech. Moving quickly, Brooks slammed his metal-topped
cane onto the unsuspecting Sumner's head. As Brooks struck again and again, Sumner
rose and lurched blindly about the chamber, futilely attempting to protect himself. After a
very long minute, it ended. Bleeding profusely, Sumner was carried away. Brooks walked
out of the chamber without being detained by the stunned onlookers. Overnight, both men
became heroes in their respective regions.
Surviving a House censure resolution, Brooks resigned, was immediately reelected, and
died unexpectedly at age 37 from a violent bout of croup in January 1857. Sumner
recovered slowly and returned to the Senate, where he remained for another 18 years.
Violence in the chambers of Congress was not new. “There was much violence in both
chambers in the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s – shoving, punching, pistols, and Bowie knives;
Congressmen brawling in bunches while colleagues stood on chairs to get a good look. At
least once, a gun was fired on the House floor. In the final years before the Civil War,
armed groups of Northern and Southern congressmen engaged in hand-to-hand combat on
the House floor. Angry about rights violated and needs denied, and worried about the
degradation of their section of the Union, they defended their interests with threats, fists,
and weapons. When that fighting became endemic and congressmen strapped on knives
and guns before heading to the Capitol every morning—when they didn’t trust the
institution of Congress or even their colleagues to protect their persons—it meant extreme
polarization and the breakdown of debate, the scorning of parliamentary rules and political
norms to the point of abandonment, and that structures of government and the bonds of
Union were eroding in real time. The nation didn’t slip into disunion; it fought its way into
it, even in Congress.”97
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Dred Scott v. Sandford 1857
Dred Scott was born a slave in Virginia in 1795. His owner, Peter Blow, moved to
Alabama in 1818, taking his six slaves along to work a farm near Huntsville. In 1830, Blow
gave up farming and settled in St. Louis, Missouri,
where he sold Scott to US Army surgeon, Dr. John Emerson. After purchasing Scott,
Emerson took him to Fort Armstrong in Illinois. Illinois had been free as a territory under
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 and had prohibited slavery in its constitution in 1819
when it was admitted as a state.
In 1836 Emerson moved Scott from Illinois to Fort Snelling in
the Wisconsin Territory, part of the Louisiana Territory wherein
slavery was forbidden by the Missouri Compromise of 1820.
While there, Scott married one Harriet Robinson. The ceremony
would have been unnecessary had Scott been a slave, as slave
marriages had no recognition in the law. In 1837 Emerson was
transferred to Jefferson Barracks Military Post near St. Louis,
Missouri. He left Scott and his wife at Fort Snelling, where he
leased their services out for profit. By hiring Scott out in a free
state, Emerson was effectively bringing the institution of slavery
into the state in direct violation of the Missouri Compromise, the
Northwest Ordinance, and the Wisconsin Enabling Act. Before
the end of the year, Emerson was reassigned to Fort Jesup, some
Dred Scott
Library of Congress
22 miles west of Natchitoches, Louisiana where he married one
Eliza Irene Sanford in February, 1838. Emerson sent for Scott
and wife Harriet. While in route to Louisiana, Scott's daughter Eliza was born on a
steamboat underway on the Mississippi River between Illinois and what would become
Iowa. Because Eliza was born in free territory, she was technically born as a free person
under both federal and state laws. Toward the end of 1838, the army once again
reassigned Emerson to Fort Snelling. By 1840, Emerson's wife Irene had returned to St.
Louis with their slaves, while Emerson served in the Seminole War. While in St. Louis, she
hired them out. In 1842, Emerson left the army. After he died in the Iowa Territory in
1843, Irene inherited his estate, including the Scotts. For three years after Emerson's
death, she continued to lease out the Scotts as hired slaves. In 1846, Scott attempted to
purchase his and his family's freedom, but Irene Emerson refused, prompting Scott to
resort to legal recourse.98
Scott filed suit in Missouri state court for his freedom, claiming that his residence in free
territory made him a free man. After losing, Scott brought a new suit in federal court.
Irene maintained that no “negro” or descendant of slaves could be a citizen in the sense of
Article III of the Constitution.
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On March 6, 1857, in the case Dred Scott v. John F. A.
Sandford, the Supreme Court issued a 7–2 decision against
Scott.99 In the majority opinion written by Chief Justice Roger
Brooke Taney, the Court ruled that “negros are not included,
and were not intended to be included, under the word 'citizens'
in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none of the rights
and privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to
citizens of the United States" and that “a negro, whose ancestors
were imported into [the US], and sold as slaves,” whether
enslaved or free, could not be an American citizen and therefore
did not have standing to sue in federal court. Taney supported
his ruling with an extended survey of American state and local
laws from the time of the Constitution's drafting in 1787
purporting to show that a "perpetual and impassable barrier was
Chief Justice Roger B.
intended to be erected between the white race and the one which
Taney
they had reduced to slavery." Because the Court ruled that Scott
Library of Congress
was not an American citizen, any federal lawsuit he filed
automatically failed because he could never establish the
"diversity of citizenship" that Article III of the Constitution requires for an American federal
court to be able to exercise jurisdiction over a case.
After ruling on these issues surrounding Scott, Taney continued further and struck down
the entire Missouri Compromise as a limitation on slavery that exceeded Congress’ powers
under the Constitution. Two justices—John McLean and Benjamin Robbins Curtis—
dissented from the Court's opinion, writing that the majority's historical survey was
inaccurate and that legal precedent showed that some black people actually had been
citizens at the time of the Constitution's creation, and also that the majority's opinion went
too far in striking down the Missouri Compromise. The opinion showed deference to the
Missouri courts, which held that moving to a free state did not render Scott emancipated.
Finally, Taney ruled that slaves were property under the Fifth Amendment, and that any
law that would deprive a slave owner of that property was unconstitutional.100
Taney's majority opinion "was greeted with unmitigated wrath from every segment of the
United States except the slave holding states.” It invalidated a duly enacted law that had
been in place for nearly four decades. “The Southern opinion upon the subject of Southern
slavery,” trumpeted one Georgia newspaper, “is now the supreme law of the land,” and
opposition to it is “morally treason against the Government.” Horace Greeley published
Justice Curtis’s dissent as a pamphlet to be used in the elections of 1858 and 1860.
Northern courts and politicians rejected Dred Scott v. John F. A. Sandford as binding. In an
advisory opinion, Maine’s high court declared that African Americans could vote in both
state and federal elections. The Ohio Supreme Court ruled that any slave coming into the
state with his master’s consent, even as a sojourner, became free and could not be re20
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enslaved upon returning to a slave state; the New York Court of Appeals handed down a
similar ruling in Lemmon v. The People (1860). In several states, legislatures resolved to
prohibit slavery in any form from crossing onto their soil and enacted legislation freeing
slaves passing within their borders. .101
After the Civil War ended, the Court's rulings in Dred Scott were superseded by the
Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery, and by the first clause of Section 1 of the
Fourteenth, which reads: "All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject
to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they
reside."102
Taney is remembered now almost solely for this proslavery decision and its demeaning
comments about African Americans. When he died in 1864, he was roundly denounced
and vilified in the North. Sumner (of the Senate caning episode) predicted that “the name
of Taney is to be hooted down the page of history.” Whatever else he may have done, his
name will always be linked with that of a slave who wanted nothing more than his
freedom.103
Scott did eventually get his freedom, but not through the courts. After he and his wife
were later bought by the Blow family (who had sold Scott to Emerson in the first place),
they were freed in 1857. Scott died of tuberculosis in St. Louis the following year. Harriet
Scott lived until June 1876, long enough to see the Civil War and passage of the Thirteenth
Amendment.
The Lincoln-Douglas Debates
In 1858, the one-term former congressman and Springfield, Illinois attorney, Abraham
Lincoln, ran as a Republican against the incumbent Democrat Douglas, for a seat in the
Senate. From August to October of that year, they held a series of seven face-to-face
debates, with most of the discussion focused on the
issue of
slavery. Attention grew as the debates continued,
and before they were over, the forums were being
covered by newspapers across the nation.
As Yale Professor Joanne B. Freeman put it, “This
was the great age of speechifying... Oratory was a
vastly popular form of entertainment through much
of the nineteenth century. People would flock to
hear stump speeches and lectures that went on for hours (testimony to the long-lost art of
having a long attention span).”104 The debates, each some three hours long, were in that
mold, drawing large crowds. The debates were held in various county seats all over Illinois,
all chosen by Douglas.105
Douglas repeatedly tried to brand Lincoln as a dangerous radical who advocated racial
equality and disruption of the Union. Lincoln emphasized the moral iniquity of slavery and
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attacked popular sovereignty for the bloody results it had produced in Kansas and forced
Douglas to defend the doctrine of popular sovereignty in relation to the issue of slavery.
Douglas’s position, while acceptable to many Northern Democrats, angered the South and
led to the division of the Democratic Party. Although he retained his seat in the Senate,
narrowly defeating Lincoln when the state legislature (which then elected US senators)
voted 54 to 46 in his favor, Douglas’s stature as a national leader of the Democratic Party
was greatly diminished. Lincoln, on the other hand, lost the election but gained national
recognition.
John Brown’s Raid
Sectional and pro- and antislavery animosities were deepening and threatening to get out
of control. Then came “The Raid”, a brazen threat to slaveholders throughout the South. It
was covered extensively in the press across the land, was the subject of countless heated
discussions and debates, and escalated fear throughout the South. With the Haitian
Revolution (1791), the German Coast Uprising near Louisiana (1811),106 and the Nat
Turner’s Rebellion (1831) still strong in their minds, many slaveowners feared this latest
episode of aggressive violence – initiated, led, and supported by white abolitionists no less –
was the harbinger of things to come.
Born on May 9, 1800 in Torrington, Connecticut, John Brown belonged to a devout family
with extreme antislavery views. He married twice and fathered twenty children. His
expanding family moved with Brown throughout his travels, residing at one time or another
in Ohio, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and New York.
Brown failed at several business ventures before declaring bankruptcy in 1842. Still, he
was able to support the abolitionist cause by becoming a conductor on the Underground
Railroad and by establishing the League of Gileadites, an organization established to help
runaway slaves escape to Canada. In 1849, Brown moved to the free black farming
community of North Elba, New York.
At the age of 55, Brown moved with his sons to Kansas Territory.
After the Pottawatomie Massacre, Brown returned to the North and plotted a far more
threatening act. He spent two and a half years traveling throughout New England, raising
money to bring his antislavery war to the South. In 1859, Brown, under the alias Isaac
Smith, rented the Kennedy Farmhouse, four miles north of Harpers Ferry. In October of
that year, he and nineteen supporters, armed with “Beecher’s Bibles,” led a raid on the on
the United States Armory and Arsenal at Harpers Ferry (located at the strategic rail and
river junction at the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers some sixty miles
northwest of Washington, DC) in an effort to capture and confiscate the arms located there,
distribute them among local slaves, and begin armed insurrection. Brown believed that
these armed slaves would then join his army and free even more slaves as they fanned
southward along the Appalachian Mountains. If the plan worked, it would strike terror in
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the hearts of slave owners and ultimately bring an end to the institution of slavery in the
nation.
Unfortunately for Brown, nothing went as planned. Slaves living in the area did not join
the raid. A small force of local militia and US Marines, led by US Army Colonel Robert E.
Lee, put down the uprising. There were casualties on both sides; seven people were killed
and at least 10 more were injured before Brown and seven of his remaining men, including
two of his sons, were captured. Ironically, the first man killed by Brown’s men during the
raid was Hayward Shepherd, a free black man working with the Baltimore and Ohio
Railroad. On October 27, despite being seriously wounded, Brown was tried and convicted
of murder, inciting slave insurrection, and treason against the state of Virginia. He was
hanged in Charles Town on December 2.
The raid had significant effect on the nation. In addition to raising Southern fears of
slave rebellions, it inflamed North-South tensions, and raised the stakes for the 1860
presidential election. Many believed that Republicans sought the complete overthrow of
slavery and Democrats used Brown's raid to label the Republicans as extremists. Brown
became a martyr for many Northerners at a time some in the North worried that the United
States had become a government dominated by Southern slave owners. Some abolitionists,
such as William Lloyd Garrison, thought the raid was “wild, misguided, and apparently
insane, though [a] disinterested and well-intended effort.” Many white Southerners became
convinced that all abolitionists shared Brown's views and his willingness to utilize violence.
All of this contributed to making further accommodation between North and South nearly
impossible.107
Abraham Lincoln’s Election
On February 27, 1860, Abraham Lincoln gave his Cooper Union Address in New York.108
Following the speech, many in the Republican Party believed they had found their nominee,
and ten months later, he was elected President by a considerable margin on November 6,
1860 despite not being included on many Southern ballots.
The Republican Party’s antislavery outlook struck fear into many Southerners, and
Lincoln’s election was the last straw. On December 20, 1860, a little over a month after the
polls closed, South Carolina seceded. Six more states followed by the spring of 1861.
Game on.
Some General Observations
The nation was still young – a mere 72 years old, equivalent to a human lifespan. It was
still working out the relationships between the three major branches of government and
between the states and the federal government.
The central question was: What
constitutional authority, what constitutional rights, did each have vis-à-vis the others?
Sectional rivalry, sustained by growing economic and cultural divergence, was an
intractable political friction in the nation since colonization. Slavery was not the cause of
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the Civil War per se, but it was inextricably bound up in sectional identities and politics.
Tainting every major national political issue and legislation throughout the antebellum
period, it was a constant backdrop exacerbating sectional animosity. And try as we might,
the nation simply was unable to get past the growing divisions. To ask if slavery caused
the Civil War is the wrong question. One must ask the degree to which it contributed to the
advent of civil war.
At its core, the Civil War was occasioned by disagreement as to the degree to which the
individual states had sovereignty (autonomy) versus the control needed for an effective
national government – sovereignty versus centralized control; states’ and national rights.
To those that advocated states’ rights, the Constitution was a compact. The states were
sovereign when they united and had retained their sovereignty even while creating another
sovereign power (the United States). As such, the federal government was bound to
acquiesce in a solemn decision of a state acting in its sovereign capacity. The national
rights advocates held that the Constitution was in no sense a mere compact between the
states but an instrument whereby the people of the United States established a strong
centralized government and endowed it with ample powers to enforce its rights. If a state
were to resist the enforcement of national law, it was revolution if it succeeded and
rebellion if it failed. Upon these ideas the conflicts surrounding states' rights, slavery,
territorial expansion, nullification, and secession were based.109
In federal contracts today there is a “boilerplate” clause Disputes. It recognizes that,
contrary to the popular opinion, once something is reduced to writing and signed by both
parties, the relationship may still be unclear and open to differing interpretations. The
Disputes clause recognizes that despite the best intentions of both parties, questions of
interpretation driven by misunderstanding or changed circumstances can bring
disagreement to the fore. The clause challenges both parties to work it out but recognizes
that if an impasse is reached, the disagreement can be taken to an outside party for
resolution. Questions between the states and the federal government have no such
recourse, there is no outside party that will resolve the dispute. The federal judiciary,
specifically the Supreme Court of the United States, was to serve that role, but it wasn’t
enough in the antebellum period. Therein lay the path to the Civil War. When differing
interpretations between states’ rights and federal authority came to an impasse, when
distrust and animosity reached an intolerable level, the last resort was secession and, in
the event, the use of armed force to prevent it.
Southern belief in the sovereignty of states cannot be overemphasized. Those favoring
secession believed they not only were justified in dissolving the compact under which they
lived but in fact were upholding the spirit of the Constitution in doing so because the North
had used its political power to the disadvantage of the South. “The thirteen original
Colonies, the germ from which have sprung these States, exercised the right of revolution
when they withdrew their allegiance from the parent country. Not so with the Southern
States when they withdrew from their co-partnership with the Northern States. They
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exercised a higher right. They did not form a part of a consolidated government, as the
Colonies did of the British Government. They were sovereign, equally with the Northern
States, from which they withdrew, and exercised, as they believed, a peaceful right instead
of a right of revolution.” [emphasis added]. This distinction is lost on many today, but it was
a vital part of the Southern mindset at the time and is necessary today if we are to
understand what motivated secession. Think what we will today, secessionists in 1860 did
not look upon themselves as traitors but as patriots attempting “to preserve the sovereignty
of their respective nations” and thereby uphold the spirit of the Declaration of
Independence and of the Constitution. 110
“Any understanding of this nation must be based – and I mean really BASED – on the Civil
War… It defined us. The Revolution did what it did, our involvement in European wars… did
what it did, but the Civil War defined us as what we are, and it opened us to being what we
became – good and bad things. And it is very necessary if you are going to understand the
character of the [21st] century to learn about this enormous catastrophe in the mid-19th
century. It was the crossroads.”
Shelby Foote, “The Civil War”, PBS

Many thanks to Marjorie Reeves, John Mason, and Arley McCormick for their valuable
guidance and editorial support. --Emil
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1st Debate: August 21, 1858 in Ottawa, Illinois - 10,000 people
Lincoln was referred to as a radical abolitionist and accused Douglas of trying to nationalize
slavery.
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Lincoln asked Douglas to reconcile his belief in Popular Sovereignty proposed by the KansasNebraska Act with the Dred Scott decision. The response from Douglas became known as the
Freeport Doctrine in which he 'sat on the fence' expressing both proslavery and antislavery
positions - this stance infuriated Southern Democrats, who were members of his own party.
3rd Debate: September 15, 1858 in Jonesboro, Illinois - 1500 people
Douglas stated that Lincoln stood for racial equality but tempered his view playing to the
audience if they were from slave holding states.
4th Debate: September 18, 1858 in Charleston, Illinois - 12,000 people
Lincoln accused Douglas of being in a conspiracy with Chief Justice Roger Taney, Franklin
Pierce, and James Buchanan to nationalize slavery.
5th Debate: October 7, 1858 in Galesburg, Illinois - 15,000 people
Douglas took great pains to explain his opposition to the Lecompton Constitution, a proslavery
document, that was written during the confrontations in Bleeding Kansas.
6th Debate: October 13, 1858 in Quincy, Illinois - 12,000 people
Lincoln emphasized that slavery was morally wrong but emphasized that Republicans would
only attack slavery where the Constitution allowed. Douglas again 'sat on the fence' on the
issue of slavery.
7th Debate: October 15, 1858 in Alton, Illinois - 5,000 people
Douglas attacked Lincoln's House Divided Speech delivered when he accepted nomination as
the Republican Party's nomination as senator for Illinois. Lincoln's words were "A house
divided against itself cannot stand”, a phrase that comes out of the Bible and that has been
used by other politicians, such as Patrick Henry.
See https://www.nps.gov/liho/learn/historyculture/debates.htm for transcripts.
A revolt of black slaves in parts of the Territory of Orleans on January 8–10, 1811 on the
east bank of the Mississippi River in what is now St. John the Baptist, St. Charles, and
Jefferson Parishes. While this slave revolt was the largest in US history, the rebels killed
only two white men. Some accounts claimed a total of 200 to 500 slaves participated. During
their 2-day, 20-mile march and armed mostly with hand tools, burned five plantation houses
(three completely), several sugarhouses, and crops.
Local officials assembled militia
companies, and in a battle on January 10 killed 40 to 45 of the escaped slaves while
suffering no fatalities themselves, then hunted down and killed several others without trial.
Over the next two weeks, white planters and officials interrogated, tried, executed, and
decapitated an additional 44 escaped slaves who had been captured. Executions were
generally by hanging or firing squad. Heads were displayed on pikes to intimidate other
slaves. (Wikipedia.)
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