The American Civil War!
By Rod Fraser

My wife and I have just finished watching the Ken
Burn’s television series (9 episodes) called ‘The Civil
War’. Over the years since it was first released in
1990, I believe I have watched it three times, each
time finding new things about the war to puzzle me.
My main source of wonderment was why the
United States and the Union Army fought so hard to
keep the country together. It seemed the newly
formed Confederate States of America was a
sensible solution to the issues which divided America
─ the main one being slavery, which had dogged the
country since its inception.
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constitution in 1787, abolition of slavery was a
strong preference for the northern states. But
knowing this issue would never be acceptable to its
southern neighbours, they shelved the issue ─ to be
resolved they hoped ─ at a later time.
Over the years, the ‘Missouri Compromise’, the
Dred Scott decision and the expansion of the United
States westward brought this issue up ─ again and
again ─ with differing (and strong) opinions held
respectively by people living in the northern and
southern states.
When

the

seven

states

of

the

original

confederacy decided to form a new country, I
thought the problem was solved for all ─ except the
slaves. And even here, allowing the Confederacy to
survive did not prevent the North from pressing the
cause of abolition. In my opinion, it enhanced their
ability to do so.
Slavery was now confined to the South. If the
North wished to lend support to the cause of
abolition, they could do so, by raising tariffs or
placing sanctions on the Southern states. It could
shun the Confederacy and encourage others to do
the same.
Indeed, there was much that might have been
done without going to war. With the Confederacy
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of America no longer had a slavery problem.
Secession had removed this burden from its hands.
It seems clear, looking back with 20/20 vision, a
major opportunity was lost. Allowing the South to
continue as a separate country might have been a
wiser choice.
At the time, many white people living in the United
States and Great Britain, felt slavery would not last
long in the civilized world. International opinion was
sufficiently strong to ensure slavery would end ─ if
not immediately, then certainly within a decade or
two.
Only 10% of the Southern population owned
slaves. Poor people in the South found slavery made
it difficult to find work, or earn a decent wage.
Others found slavery abhorrent because of their
religious convictions. At best, most Southerners
considered it an unfortunate relic from the past that
was hard to shake off.
It was the nationalism of a distinct people that
led Southerners to seek secession. Not slavery. And
once the Confederacy was established, it was their
fierce objection to the North invading their territory
that enabled the South to resist so effectively for
over four years.
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Confederate States of America moved quickly to
establish their new country. In the months between
the election of Lincoln in early November 1860 and
his inauguration on March 4, 1861, seven southern
states (South Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, Florida,
Alabama, Louisiana and Texas) passed resolutions in
their

legislatures

to

secede

from

the

union,

accompanied by a majority vote in a plebiscite of
white voters held shortly thereafter.
Four more states (Virginia, Tennessee, North
Carolina and Arkansas) joined the Confederacy,
after Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers on April
15, 1861, to help put down the rebellion.
The die was cast. Four years of devastating war
followed. Why did it happen? Was it worth the
deaths of 620,000 Americans to keep the Union
together? I don’t think so.
I suspect most of us came to our understanding of
the civil war from high school, where we were taught
that the North opposed slavery, the South embraced
it, and President Abraham Lincoln entered into a war
against the South to end slavery. As you can see
from my earlier thoughts, this was just not so.
Here is what Lincoln had to say on the topic
during his presidential campaign of 1860:
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interfere with the institution of slavery where it
exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so,
and I have no inclination to do so.”
Indeed, from the point of view of Southern
slaveholders, the protections provided by the U.S.
constitution over slavery were a strong argument for
staying in the Union.
What is going on? If the North had no interest in
stopping slavery where it existed, and the South had
strong incentives to remain in the Union to protect
their slave property, what was it that caused
succession?
Well, it seems the United States government
collected the majority of its tax revenue from tariffs,
and the southern states paid a large portion of these
tariffs as they imported many items from abroad.
These tariffs were enacted by Congress, with the
support of the more populous northern states. Since
the North had virtually all the railroads and industry
in the country, these tariffs protected Northern
business and jobs. As you might imagine, the
Southern states resented these tariffs and fought for
years to have them removed, or adjusted, to make
the tax load more bearable.
When

it

was

clear

the

new

Republican

government, headed by Abraham Lincoln, was intent
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in conference, to discuss their options.
On December 20, 1860, South Carolina voted
unanimously to secede from the Union. This vote
was followed in short order by six other southern
states (identified earlier). Four others followed
following Lincoln’s inauguration. Of these eleven
seceding states, only four cited slavery as the
primary reason for leaving the Union.
As the days wore on, it became clear to people in
the North that secession was likely to be an
economic disaster. Here is how the Daily Chicago
Times explained the issue.
“At a single blow, our commerce might be reduced
to less than one-half of what it now is…. One half
of our shipping would be idle at our wharves. We
should lose our trade with the South, with all its
immense profits. Our manufacturers would be in
utter ruin.”
On February 8, 1861, the Confederate States of
America were formed, with Jefferson Davis as
President. Neither he nor any of his cabinet wanted
a war over secession. He dispatched a delegation to
Washington to negotiate a treaty and offered to pay
for all federal property in the South. Lincoln refused
to meet with them. This was the last effort to avoid
a long, bloody and needless war.
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the

economic

reasons

outlined

above,

Abraham Lincoln had no intention to allow the
southern states to leave the Union. Over the next
four years, he succeeded in defeating the South by
force of arms ─ to ensure the economic prosperity
for the more populous northern states, to maintain
and increase the tariffs, and to assure a political
future for Lincoln and the newly-formed Republican
party.
On April 12, 1861, the standoff at Fort Sumter in
Charleston harbour became a flash point in the
conflict. Lincoln refused to withdraw the federal
troops at the fort. He waited for the Confederate
army to fire upon it. Soon enough, everyone’s blood
was up, and this needless war began.
The bombardment of Fort Sumter was Lincoln’s
justification for calling up 75,000 volunteers to
prosecute the war. Soon after, federal troops were
marched to Virginia for their first major battle on
July 21, 1861. It was called the First Battle of
Manassas by the Confederacy.
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