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General Background Information
The Civil War was one of the greatest tragedies in American history. It was a war in which Americans from one section of our nation fought against Americans from another. This was a great struggle that determined whether the union formed by the United States was to last forever, and it helped create the nation that exists today. That more than 600,000 Americans had to die in the course of this war was a great tragedy. This was a brutal war of brother against brother, father against son, to settle for all time whether this would be the great nation where truly "all men are created equal."

Colonial Background to Slavery
As far back as the colonial period, when Great Britain and King George Ill ruled the 13 colonies, the issue of slavery was present. In the southern colonies, agriculture was the most important part of the economy. The South had a long growing season and had excellent soil. Much of the land was flat and level, and the rain was more than adequate. Cash crops like tobacco, rice, and indigo made many plantation owners rich, as would cotton later on. But in order to make their profits, the men who owned the plantations realized that indentured and free labor was totally inadequate. Slavery was introduced into the South very early in its existence, and it became an institution that flourished and seemed permanent. Blacks from Africa and the West Indies became large segments of the population in Maryland, Virginia, the two Carolinas, and Georgia. Slavery was accepted as a necessity, and its existence was taken for granted.

When the 13 colonies rebelled against England, Thomas Jefferson was given the task of writing a declaration that would announce to the world the reasons for the colonial revolution. At the Second Continental Congress in July 1776, when the delegates debated the merits of Jefferson's words, the phrase "All men are created equal," was readily accepted and received wide applause. John Adams and Benjamin Franklin both supported Thomas Jefferson's clause in the declaration that sought to abolish slavery. While Southerners were willing to accept the idea that all men are created equal, they drew the line when it came to ending slavery. They were not prepared to ruin their economy. The delegates from the South threatened to vote against independence unless the clause regarding slavery was removed. In the final days of debate over the wording of the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson agreed that the clause that was causing such disagreement between the colonies should be removed.

This was how the United States of America was created in Philadelphia on July 4, 1776. The former colonies became a nation that regarded all men equal, except the slaves. Whatever differences may have existed between the 13 colonies were momentarily put aside, for there was a war to be fought and won. It was the independence that was so deeply desired that had to be secured. Still, the issue of slavery never really went away.

The Northern Way of Life
The idea of slavery never took hold in the North. After the American Revolution, when the United States came into existence under the Constitution of 1787, the Northerners, in individual state constitutions, abolished slavery. This was accomplished rapidly in most of the northern states. The North was a place where free labor was valued over that of slavery. The life and economy of the North in the early years of the republic was taking a different turn from that which was developing in the South. The northern states were developing industries. Cities as centers for trade and commerce were flourishing. Farming was also a way of life in the North, but free labor was more than adequate to make the farms and the harvests successful. Immigrants were coming to the states in ever-increasing numbers. Those who sought to make a living from the land found ample opportunities beyond the Appalachian Mountains, through the Ohio River Valley, and out in the West.

The Spread of Slavery
A combination of events, namely the invention of the cotton gin and the need for cotton in northern and European textile mills, ensured the growth of slavery in the South. Slavery began to spread beyond its original boundaries. By the 1830s, Kentucky, Tennessee, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, and Missouri were also slave states in the Union. Many settlers in Texas were pro-slavery, and wherever there were other territories that were open for settlement, there were individuals eager to bring in slaves to grow more cotton. "Cotton was King" in the South. Cotton production continued to grow every year, with the South producing millions of bales to be shipped to European and northern mills.

Two Separate Ways of Life
Two distinct ways of life were developing in two different sections of the nation, where the economies were worlds apart. The North was rapidly becoming populated with factories and industries, while the South remained mainly agricultural and dependent on slave labor. As reformers and abolitionists in the North began to demand an end to the spread of slavery. The South felt threatened and under attack. As the North grew more powerful, as its cities and industries flourished and its wealth increased, so too did its distaste for slavery. Finally, when compromise and discussion were no longer possible, slavery became a divisive issue that could only be resolved by war.

The Secession of the South
Southern states threatened to secede if Abraham Lincoln was elected president. South Carolina and six other Deep South states viewed Lincoln's election victory as a threat to their way of life. South Carolina was the first state to secede or "break away" from the United States. Most people believe the Civil War was fought to abolish slavery. This is not so. When the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, Lincoln called for volunteers to end the rebellion. He was determined to keep the Union together. Lincoln told the Southerners that they could keep their slaves, as long as they remained in the Union and did not secede. But it was too late. The time for calm discussion and compromise had slipped past. The South was determined to go its own way.
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