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*
A Note on
This Paperback Edition

This volume is part of a separate printing or Ordeal by Fire, Second Edition, not a
new or revised edition. Many teachers who have used the full edition of Ordeal by
Fire have suggested separate publication of two of its parts— “The Coming of War”
and “The Civil War”—as individual volumes for adaptation to various types and
structures of courses. This edition, then, is intended as a convenience for those
instructors and students who wish to use one part or another of Ordeal by Fire
rather than the full edition. The pagination of the full edition is retained here, but the
table of contents, bibliography, and index cover only the material in this volume.
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Preface to the Second Edition

The decade that has passed since publication of the first edition of this book has seen
an astonishing increase in the already high level of interest in the American Civil
War. The number of Civil War Round Tables has doubled to a total of two hundred,;
hundreds of thousands of people watched reenactments of Civil War battles during
the 125th-anniversary observances of those battles from 1986 to 1990; more visitors
than ever have walked Civil War battlefields; a nationwide conservation movement
has mobilized to preserve these battlefields from further commercial and residential
encroachment; Civil War books reached the national best-seller lists and stayed
there for months; millions watched the film Glory, which dealt with the black 54th
Massachusetts Infantry, as well as the eleven-hour documentary The Civil War on
public television. And new books about almost every conceivable facet of the Civil
War era continue to pour from the presses.

I'have tried to incorporate this scholarship into the second edition of Ordeal by
Fire. While it has been a matter of quiet satisfaction that the main outlines of the
story require little or no revision in the light of these new studies, I welcome the
opportunity to refine or expand my treatment of several subjects that have been the
focus of particularly intensive scholarship in recent years: the changing status of
women during this era; the impact of economic growth on the antebellum working
class; and the ambivalent position of nonslaveholding whites in a slave society.

In this edition I have also expanded the captions for many of the photographs
and have added new illustrations. Citation endnotes have been moved to the bottom
of the page to enable students more readily to identify my sources. I have updated
the bibliography and added a new section on biographies.

I am grateful to many reviewers of the first edition as well as to colleagues,
students, and other readers who have called to my attention minor errors, shaky
interpretations, and ambiguous or misleading phraseology. Their suggestions have
enabled me to correct, sharpen, and clarify the information and interpretations
in this edition. I wish also to express my gratitude to the College Division of
McGraw-Hill for maintaining the high standards of Knopf’s College Division, and
especially to my editor, Niels Aaboe, whose contribution has been invaluable.

James M. McPherson

Xvii



*
Preface to the First Edition

The Civil War was America’s greatest trauma. More than a million of the three
million men who fought it were killed or wounded, the republic that had been born
in 1776 was also wounded and nearly killed by the conflict. In the end that republic
healed stronger than ever because the radical surgery of war had removed the
cancer of slavery. But the scars from this surgery have never disappeared. The issues
that brought on the Civil War are with us yet: relations between whites and blacks,
nation and states, North and South. Because of that, and because of its intense drama,
its heroes and knaves, its record of grand events and awful violence, the story of the
Civil War era remains the most crucial and compelling in American history.

This book explores the questions of how and why the United States broke apart
and went to war in 1861. It delineates the social and economic structure of the
antebellum republic, with special attention to the roots of conflict between North
and South. It describes the rise in sectional tensions over the issue of slavery’s
expansion, from the annexation of Texas in 1845 to the election in 1860 of Abraham
Lincoln as president—the event that triggered secession and war. It analyzes the
main cause of war as a clash over the future of American society: would slavery
continue to exist in this republic of freedom, or would the institution of bondage, as
Lincoln hoped, be placed “in the course of ultimate extinction™? The political
process could not resolve this life-and-death question; by 1861 both sides were
willing to fight for what they viewed as the survival of their way of life.

This volume is intended for use in college courses in American history. It can be
assigned in conjunction with the author’s succeeding volume on America’s Ordeal
by Fire, Volume II: The Civil War. Or it can be assigned separately in courses on the
antebellum era, on the Civil War, on Southern history, in the survey course, or in
other courses.

James M. McPherson
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PROLOGUE

*
The Setting of Conflict

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the United States grew at a rate
unparalleled in modern history. This growth occurred in three dimensions: territory,
population, and economy. The Louisiana Purchase in 1803 doubled the nation’s
territory. The acquisitions of Florida (1810 and 1819), Texas (1845), and Oregon
(1846) and the cessions from Mexico (1848 and 1854) nearly doubled it again.
Population growth exceeded this fourfold increase of territory: the six million Ameri-
cans of 1803 became twenty-six million by 1853. The economy grew even faster:
during these fifty years the gross national product increased sevenfold. No other
country could match any single one of these components of growth; the combined
impact of all three made the United States a phenomenon of the Western world.

This growth, however, was achieved at high cost to certain groups in North
America. White men ruthlessly and illegally seized Indian lands and killed the native
Americans or drove them west of the Mississippi. The land hunger of Americans
provoked armed conflicts with Spaniards and Mexicans whose territory they seized
by violence and war. American economic expansion was based in part on slave-grown
tobacco and cotton. Born of a revolution that proclaimed all men free and equal, the
United States became the largest slaveholding country in the world.

The social and political strains produced by rapid growth provoked repeated
crises that threatened to destroy the republic. From the beginning, these strains were
associated mainly with slavery. The geographical division of the country into free and
slave states ensured that the crises would take the form of sectional conflict. Each
section evolved institutions and values based on its labor system. These values in turn
generated ideologies that justified each section’s institutions and condemned those of
the other.

For three-quarters of a century the two sections coexisted under one flag because
the centripetal forces of nationalism —the shared memories of a common struggle for
nationhood— proved stronger than the centrifugal forces of sectionalism. But as early
as 1787, conflict over slavery at the constitutional convention almost broke up the
Union before it was fairly launched. To forestall Southern threats to reject the
Constitution, Northern states finally accepted three compromises to protect slavery: a
provision adding three-fifths of the slaves to the free population as a basis of represen-
tation in the lower house and in the electoral college (Article I, Section 2); a clause

1



2 % Prologue

forbidding for twenty years the passage of a federal law to prohibit the importation of
slaves (Article I, Section 9); and a clause requiring the return of slaves who escaped
into free states (Article IV, Section 2).

In subsequent decades a powerful impetus for territorial expansion came from
the South, which hoped to gain new slave states to counterbalance the more rapid
population growth of the free states. The Louisiana Purchase, the annexation of
Texas, and the conquest of the Southwest from Mexico were accomplished by
Southern presidents and Southern-dominated congressional majorities over
significant Northern opposition. Southern-born settlers tried unsuccessfully to legal-
ize slavery in Indiana and Illinois, in defiance of the provision in the Northwest
Ordinance banning the institution in the territories from which these states were
formed.

Northern antislavery men produced their own counterthrusts to Southern ma-
neuvers. In 1819, Northern congressmen tried to exclude slavery from the proposed
new state of Missouri, part of the Louisiana Purchase. The ensuing sectional conflict in
Congress provoked angry rhetoric and fears of disunion. The lawmakers resolved the
impasse in 1820 by a compromise that admitted Missouri as a slave state but pro-
hibited slavery in the remaining portion of the Louisiana Purchase that lay north of
36°30".

The Missouri Compromise settled the question of slavery in the territories for a
generation, until the Mexican War caused it to flare up anew. Before 1850, Congress
admitted free and slave states alternately to the Union, enabling the South to maintain
parity in the Senate (at fifteen slave states and fifteen free states by 1848) even though
the region’s slower population growth reduced the South to a permanent minority in
the House and in the electoral college. The selection of Supreme Court justices by
geographical circuits gave the slave states, with their larger territory, a majority on the
Supreme Court. And the South’s domination of the Democratic party allowed the
section to wield political power out of proportion to its population. For two-thirds of
the years from 1789 to 1861, the Presidents of the United States, the Speakers of the
House and presidents pro tem of the Senate, and the chairmen of key congressional
committees were Southerners.

But this Southern domination of national politics could not last forever. By 1860,
the free states had a population of nineteen million, and the slave states just over
twelve million. Four million of the latter were slaves. The election of a President by a
Northern antislavery party in 1860 was the handwriting on the wall. To escape the
perceived threat to their way of life, most of the slave states seceded and brought on a
civil war.
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