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Chapter 1 

Oregon Country 

In the nineteenth century, the Oregon Country was a disputed 

region of the Pacific Northwest of North America. The region 

was occupied by British and French Canadianfur traders from 

before 1810, and American settlers from the mid-1830s, with 

its coastal areas north from the Columbia River frequented by 

ships from all nations engaged in the maritime fur trade, most 

of these from the 1790s through 1810s being Boston-based. 

The Oregon Treaty of 1846 ended disputed joint occupancy 

pursuant to the Treaty of 1818 and established the British-

American boundary at the 49th parallel (except Vancouver 

Island).  

Oregon was a distinctly American term for the region. The 

British used the term Columbia District instead. The Oregon 

Country consisted of the land north of 42°N latitude, south of 

54°40 ′N latitude, and west of the Rocky Mountains—with the 

eastern border generally running on or close to the Continental 

Divide—westwards to the Pacific Ocean. 

The area now forms part of the present day Canadian province 

of British Columbia and all of the U.S. states of Oregon, 

Washington, and Idaho, as well as parts of Montana and 

Wyoming. The British presence in the region was generally 

administered by the Hudson's Bay Company, whose Columbia 

Department comprised most of the Oregon Country and 

extended considerably north into New Caledonia and beyond 

54°40 ′N, with operations reaching tributaries of the Yukon 

River.  
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Early exploration 

George Vancouver explored Puget Sound in 1792. Vancouver 

claimed it for Great Britain on 4 June 1792, naming it for one 

of his officers, Lieutenant Peter Puget.  

Alexander Mackenzie was the first European to cross North 

America by land north of New Spain, arriving at Bella Coola on 

what is now the central coast of British Columbia in 1793. 

From 1805 to 1806 Meriwether Lewis and William Clark 

explored the territory for the United States on the Lewis and 

Clark Expedition.  

David Thompson, working for the Montreal-based North West 

Company, explored much of the region beginning in 1807, with 

his friend and colleague Simon Fraser following the Fraser 

River to its mouth in 1808, attempting to ascertain whether it 

was the Columbia, as had been theorized about it in its 

northern reaches through New Caledonia, where it was known 

by its Dakleh name as the "TacoutcheTesse". 

Thompson was the first European to voyage down the entire 

length of Columbia River. Along the way, his party camped at 

the junction with the Snake River on 9 July 1811.  

He erected a pole and a notice claiming the country for the 

United Kingdom and stating the intention of the North West 

Company to build a trading post on the site. Later in 1811, on 

the same expedition, he finished his survey of the entire 

Columbia, arriving at a partially constructed Fort Astoria two 

months after the departure of John Jacob Astor's ill-fated 

Tonquin.  
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Name origin 

The earliest evidence of the name "Oregon" has Spanish 

origins. The term "orejón" comes from the historical chronicle 

Relación de la Alta y Baja California (1598) which was written 

by the New Spaniard Rodrigo Motezuma and which made 

reference to the Columbia River when the Spanish explorers 

penetrated into the North American territory that became part 

of the Viceroyalty of New Spain. This chronicle is the first 

topographical and linguistic source with respect to the place 

name "Oregon".  

There are also two other sources with Spanish origins such as 

the name Oregano which grows in the southern part of the 

region. It is most probable that the American territory was 

named by the Spaniards as there are some populations in 

Spain such as "Arroyo del Oregón" which is situated in the 

province of Ciudad Real, also considering that the 

individualization in Spanish language "El Orejón" with the 

mutation of the letter "g" instead of "j".  

Another theory is that French Canadian fur company 

employees called the Columbia River "hurricane river" le 

fleuved'ouragan, because of the strong winds of the Columbia 

Gorge. George R. Stewart argues in a 1944 article in American 

Speech that the name came from an engraver's error in a 

French map published in the early 18th century, on which the 

Ouisiconsink (Wisconsin River) was spelled "Ouaricon-sint", 

broken on two lines with the -sint below, so that there 

appeared to be a river flowing to the west named "Ouaricon". 

This theory was endorsed in Oregon Geographic Names as "the 

most plausible explanation".  



United States: 1815–1870 

 

4 

Territorial evolution 

The Oregon Country was originally claimed by Great Britain, 

France, Russia, and Spain; the Spanish claim was later taken 

up by the United States. The extent of the region being claimed 

was vague at first, evolving over decades into the specific 

borders specified in the U.S.-British treaty of 1818. The U.S. 

based its claim in part on Robert Gray's entry of the Columbia 

River in 1792 and the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Great 

Britain based its claim in part on British overland explorations 

of the Columbia River by David Thompson and on prior 

discovery and exploration along the coast. Spain's claim was 

based on the Inter caetera and Treaty of Tordesillas of 1493–

94, as well as explorations of the Pacific coast in the late 18th 

century. Russia based its claim on its explorations and trading 

activities in the region and asserted its ownership of the region 

north of the 51st parallel by the Ukase of 1821, which was 

quickly challenged by the other powers and withdrawn to 

54°40 ′N by separate treaties with the U.S. and Britain in 1824 

and 1825 respectively.  

Spain gave up its claims of exclusivity via the Nootka 

Conventions of the 1790s. In the Nootka Conventions, which 

followed the Nootka Crisis, Spain granted Britain rights to the 

Pacific Northwest, although it did not establish a northern 

boundary for Spanish California, nor did it extinguish Spanish 

rights to the Pacific Northwest. Spain later relinquished any 

remaining claims to territory north of the 42nd parallel to the 

United States as part of the Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819. In the 

1820s, Russia gave up its claims south of 54°40 ′ and east of 

the 141st meridian in separate treaties with the United States 
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and Britain. Meanwhile, the United States and Britain 

negotiated the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 that 

extended the boundary between their territories west along the 

49th parallel to the Rocky Mountains. The two countries 

agreed to "joint occupancy" of the land west of the Rockies to 

the Pacific Ocean.  

In 1843, settlers established their own government, called the 

Provisional Government of Oregon. A legislative committee 

drafted a code of laws known as the Organic Law. It included 

the creation of an executive committee of three, a judiciary, 

militia, land laws, and four counties. There was vagueness and 

confusion over the nature of the 1843 Organic Law, in 

particular whether it was constitutional or statutory. In 1844, 

a new legislative committee decided to consider it statutory. 

The 1845 Organic Law made additional changes, including 

allowing the participation of British subjects in the 

government. Although the Oregon Treaty of 1846 settled the 

boundaries of U.S. jurisdiction, the provisional government 

continued to function until 1849, when the first governor of 

Oregon Territory arrived. A faction of Oregon politicians hoped 

to continue Oregon's political evolution into an independent 

nation, but the pressure to join the United States would 

prevail by 1848, four months after the Mexican–American War.  

Early settlement 

In 1805, the American Lewis and Clark Expedition marked the 

first official American exploration of the area, creating the first 

temporary settlement of Euro-Americans in the area near the 

mouth of the Columbia River at Fort Clatsop. Two years later 

in 1807, David Thompson of the British-owned North West 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

6 

Company penetrated the Oregon Country from the north, via 

Athabasca Pass, near the headwaters of the Columbia River. 

From there he navigated nearly the full length of the river 

through to the Pacific Ocean.  

In 1810, John Jacob Astor commissioned and began the 

construction of the American Pacific Fur Company fur-trading 

post at Fort Astoria just five miles from the site of Lewis and 

Clark's former Fort Clatsop, completing construction of the 

first permanent Euro-American settlement in the area in 1811. 

This settlement later served as the nucleus of present day 

Astoria, Oregon. During the period of the construction of Fort 

Astoria, Thompson traveled down the Columbia River, noting 

the partially constructed American Fort Astoria only two 

months after the departure of the supply ship Tonquin.  

Along the way, Thompson had set foot on and claimed for the 

British Crown, the lands in the vicinity of the future Fort Nez 

Perces site at the confluence of the Columbia and Snake rivers. 

This claim initiated a very brief era of competition between 

American and British fur traders. During the War of 1812, Fort 

Astoria was captured by the British and sold to the North West 

Company. Under British control, Fort Astoria was renamed 

Fort George.  

In 1821 when the North West Company was merged with the 

Hudson's Bay Company, the British Parliament moved to 

impose the laws of Upper Canada upon British subjects in 

Columbia District and Rupert's Land, and issued the authority 

to enforce those laws to the Hudson's Bay Company. Chief 

FactorJohn McLoughlin was appointed manager of the district's 

operations in 1824. He moved the regional company 
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headquarters to Fort Vancouver (modern Vancouver, 

Washington) in 1824. Fort Vancouver became the centre of a 

thriving colony of mixed origin, including Scottish Canadians 

and Scots, English, French Canadians, Hawaiians, Algonkians, 

and Iroquois, as well as the offspring of company employees 

who had intermarried with various local native populations.  

Astor continued to compete for Oregon Country furs through 

his American Fur Company operations in the Rockies. In the 

1820s, a few American explorers and traders visited this land 

beyond the Rocky Mountains. Long after the Lewis and Clark 

Expedition and also after the consolidation of the fur trade in 

the region by the Canadian fur companies, American mountain 

men such as Jedediah Smith and Jim Beckwourth came 

roaming into and across the Rocky Mountains, following Indian 

trails through the Rockies to California and Oregon. They 

sought beaver pelts and other furs, which were obtained by 

trapping. These were difficult to obtain in the Oregon Country 

because of the Hudson's Bay Company policy of creating a "fur 

desert": deliberate over-hunting of the area's frontiers, so that 

American trades would find nothing there. The mountain men, 

like the Metisemployees of the Canadian fur companies, 

adopted Indian ways, and many of them married Native 

American women.  

Reports of Oregon Country eventually circulated in the eastern 

United States. Some churches decided to send missionaries to 

convert the Indians. Jason Lee, a Methodist minister from New 

York, was the first Oregon missionary. He built a mission 

school for Indians in the Willamette Valley in 1834. American 

settlers began to arrive from the east via the Oregon Trail 

starting in the early 1840s and came in increasing numbers 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

8 

each subsequent year. Increased tension led to the Oregon 

boundary dispute. Both sides realized that settlers would 

ultimately decide who controlled the region. 

The Hudson's Bay Company, which had previously discouraged 

settlement as it conflicted with the lucrative fur trade, 

belatedly reversed their position. In 1841, on orders from Sir 

George Simpson, James Sinclair guided more than 100 settlers 

from the Red River Colony to settle on HBC farms near Fort 

Vancouver. The Sinclair expedition crossed the Rockies into 

the Columbia Valley, near present-day Radium Hot Springs, 

British Columbia, then traveled southwest down the Kootenai 

River and Columbia River following the southern portion of the 

well establishedYork Factory Express trade route.  

The Canadian effort proved to be too little, too late. In what 

was dubbed "The Great Migration of 1843" or the "Wagon Train 

of 1843", an estimated 700 to 1,000 American emigrants came 

to Oregon, decisively tipping the balance.  

Oregon Treaty 

In 1843, settlers in the Willamette Valley established a 

provisional government at Champoeg. Political pressure in the 

United States urged the occupation of all the Oregon Country.  

Expansionists in the American South wanted to annex Texas, 

while their counterparts in the northeast wanted to annex the 

Oregon Country. It was seen as significant that the expansions 

be parallel, as the relative proximity to other states and 

territories made it appear likely that Texas would be pro-

slavery and Oregon against slavery.  
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In the 1844 U.S. Presidential election, the Democrats had 

called for expansion into both areas. After his election as 

president, however, James K. Polk supported the 49th parallel 

as a northern limit for U.S. annexation in Oregon Country. It 

was Polk's uncompromising support for expansion into Texas 

and relative silence on the Oregon boundary dispute that led to 

the phrase "Fifty-Four Forty or Fight!", referring to the 

northern border of the region and often erroneously attributed 

to Polk's campaign. The goal of the slogan was to rally 

Southern expansionists (some of whom wanted to annex only 

Texas in an effort to tip the balance of slave/free states and 

territories in favor of slavery) to support the effort to annex 

Oregon Country, appealing to the popular belief in manifest 

destiny. The British government, meanwhile, sought control of 

all territory north of the Columbia River.  

Despite the posturing, neither country really wanted to fight 

what would have been the third war in 70 years against the 

other. The two countries eventually came to a peaceful 

agreement in the 1846 Oregon Treaty that divided the territory 

west of the Continental Divide along the 49th parallel to 

Georgia Strait; with all of Vancouver Island remaining under 

British control. This border today divides British Columbia 

from neighboring Washington, Idaho, and Montana.  

Hudson's Bay Company 

In 1843 the HBC shifted its Columbia Department 

headquarters from Fort Vancouver to Fort Victoria on 

Vancouver Island. The plan to move to more northern locations 

dated back to the 1820s. George Simpson was the main force 

behind the move north; John McLoughlin became the main 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

10 

hindrance. McLoughlin had devoted his life's work to the 

Columbia business, and his personal interests were 

increasingly linked to the growing settlements in the 

Willamette Valley. He fought Simpson's proposals to move 

north in vain. By the time Simpson made the final decision in 

1842 to move the headquarters to Vancouver Island, he had 

had many reasons for doing so. 

There was a dramatic decline in the fur trade across North 

America. In contrast the HBC was seeing increasing profits 

with coastal exports of salmon and lumber to Pacific markets 

such as Hawaii. 

Coal deposits on Vancouver Island had been discovered, and 

steamships such as the Beaver had shown the growing value of 

coal, economically and strategically. A general HBC shift 

toward Pacific shipping and away from the interior of the 

continent made Victoria Harbour much more suitable than Fort 

Vancouver's location on the Columbia River. 

The Columbia Bar at the river's mouth was dangerous and 

routinely meant weeks or months of waiting for ships to cross. 

The largest ships could not enter the river at all. The growing 

numbers of American settlers along the lower Columbia gave 

Simpson reason to question the long term security of Fort 

Vancouver. He worried, rightfully so, that the final border 

resolution would not follow the Columbia River. By 1842, he 

thought it more likely that the U.S. would at least demand 

Puget Sound, and the British government would accept a 

border as far north as the 49th parallel, excluding Vancouver 

Island. Despite McLoughlin's stalling, the HBC had begun the 

process of shifting away from Fort Vancouver and toward 
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Vancouver Island and the northern coast in the 1830s. The 

increasing number of American settlers arriving in the 

Willamette Valley after 1840 served to make the need more 

pressing.  

Oregon Territory 

In 1848, the U.S. portion of the Oregon Country was formally 

organized as the Oregon Territory. In 1849, Vancouver Island 

became a British Crown colony—the Colony of Vancouver 

Island—with the mainland being organized into the Colony of 

British Columbia in 1858. Shortly after the establishment of 

Oregon Territory, there was an effort to split off the region 

north of the Columbia River. As a result of the Monticello 

Convention, Congress approved the creation of Washington 

Territory in early 1853. PresidentMillard Fillmore approved the 

new territory on 2 March 1853.  

Descriptions of the land and settlers 

Alexander Ross, an early Scottish Canadian fur trader, 

describes the lower Columbia River area of the Oregon Country 

(known to him as the Columbia District):  

The banks of the river throughout are low and skirted in the 

distance by a chain of moderately high lands on each side, 

interspersed here and there with clumps of wide spreading 

oaks, groves of pine, and a variety of other kinds of woods. 

Between these high lands lie what is called the valley of the 

Wallamitte [sic], the frequented haunts of innumerable herds of 

elk and deer ... In ascending the river the surrounding country 

is most delightful, and the first barrier to be meet with is 
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about forty miles up from its mouth. Here the navigation is 

interrupted by a ledge of rocks, running across the river from 

side to side in the form of an irregular horseshoe, over which 

the whole body of water falls at one leap down a precipice of 

about forty feet, called the Falls. After living in Oregon from 

1843 to 1848, Peter H. Burnett wrote:  

[Oregonians] were all honest, because there was nothing to 

steal; they were all sober, because there was no liquor to 

drink; there were no misers, because there was no money to 

hoard; and they were all industrious, because it was work or 

starve.  

  



Chapter 2 

Abraham Lincoln 

Abraham Lincoln (/ˈlˈŋkən/; February 12, 1809 – April 15, 

1865) was an American lawyer and statesman who served as 

the 16th president of the United States from 1861 until his 

assassination in 1865. Lincoln led the nation through the 

American Civil War, the country's greatest moral, cultural, 

constitutional, and political crisis. He succeeded in preserving 

the Union, abolishingslavery, bolstering the federal 

government, and modernizing the U.S. economy.  

Lincoln was born into poverty in a log cabin and was raised on 

the frontier primarily in Indiana. He was self-educated and 

became a lawyer, Whig Party leader, Illinois state legislator, 

and U.S. Congressman from Illinois. In 1849, he returned to 

his law practice but became vexed by the opening of additional 

lands to slavery as a result of the Kansas–Nebraska Act. He 

reentered politics in 1854, becoming a leader in the new 

Republican Party, and he reached a national audience in the 

1858 debates against Stephen Douglas. Lincoln ran for 

President in 1860, sweeping the North in victory. Pro-slavery 

elements in the South equated his success with the North's 

rejection of their right to practice slavery, and southern states 

began seceding from the Union. To secure its independence, 

the new Confederate Statesfired on Fort Sumter, a U.S. fort in 

the South, and Lincoln called up forces to suppress the 

rebellion and restore the Union.  

Lincoln, a moderate Republican, had to navigate a contentious 

array of factions with friends and opponents from both the 
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Democratic and Republican parties. His allies, the War 

Democrats and the Radical Republicans, demanded harsh 

treatment of the Southern Confederates. Anti-war Democrats 

(called "Copperheads") despised Lincoln, and irreconcilable 

pro-Confederate elements plotted his assassination. He 

managed the factions by exploiting their mutual enmity, 

carefully distributing political patronage, and by appealing to 

the American people. His Gettysburg Address appealed to 

nationalistic, republican, egalitarian, libertarian, and 

democratic sentiments. Lincoln scrutinized the strategy and 

tactics in the war effort, including the selection of generals and 

the naval blockade of the South's trade. He suspended habeas 

corpus in Maryland, and he averted British intervention by 

defusing the Trent Affair. 

He engineered the end to slavery with his Emancipation 

Proclamation, including his order that the Army and Navy 

liberate, protect, and recruit former slaves. He also encouraged 

border states to outlaw slavery, and promoted the Thirteenth 

Amendment to the United States Constitution, which outlawed 

slavery across the country.  

Lincoln managed his own successful re-election campaign. He 

sought to heal the war-torn nation through reconciliation. On 

April 14, 1865, just days after the war's end at Appomattox, he 

was attending a play at Ford's Theatre in Washington, D.C., 

with his wife Mary when he was fatally shot by Confederate 

sympathizer John Wilkes Booth.  

Lincoln is remembered as a martyr and hero of the United 

States and is consistently ranked as one of the greatest 

presidents in American history.  
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Family and childhood 

Early life 

Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809, the second 

child of Thomas Lincoln and Nancy Hanks Lincoln, in a log 

cabin on Sinking Spring Farm near Hodgenville, Kentucky. He 

was a descendant of Samuel Lincoln, an Englishman who 

migrated from Hingham, Norfolk, to its namesake, Hingham, 

Massachusetts, in 1638. The family then migrated west, 

passing through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. 

Lincoln's paternal grandparents, his namesake Captain 

Abraham Lincoln and wife Bathsheba (née Herring) moved the 

family from Virginia to Jefferson County, Kentucky. The 

captain was killed in an Indian raid in 1786. His children, 

including eight-year-old Thomas, Abraham's father, witnessed 

the attack. Thomas then worked at odd jobs in Kentucky and 

Tennessee before the family settled in Hardin County, 

Kentucky, in the early 1800s.  

The heritage of Lincoln's mother Nancy remains unclear, but it 

is widely assumed that she was the daughter of Lucy Hanks. 

Thomas and Nancy married on June 12, 1806, in Washington 

County, and moved to Elizabethtown, Kentucky. They had 

three children: Sarah, Abraham, and Thomas, who died as 

infant.  

• Thomas Lincoln bought or leased farms in Kentucky 

before losing all but 200 acres (81 ha) of his land in 

court disputes over property titles. In 1816, the 

family moved to Indiana where the land surveys and 
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titles were more reliable. Indiana was a "free" (non-

slaveholding) territory, and they settled in an 

"unbroken forest" in Hurricane Township, Perry 

County, Indiana. In 1860, Lincoln noted that the 

family's move to Indiana was "partly on account of 

slavery", but mainly due to land title difficulties. 

In Kentucky and Indiana, Thomas worked as a farmer, 

cabinetmaker, and carpenter. At various times, he owned 

farms, livestock, and town lots, paid taxes, sat on juries, 

appraised estates, and served on county patrols.  

Thomas and Nancy were members of a Separate Baptists 

church, which forbade alcohol, dancing, and slavery.  

Overcoming financial challenges, Thomas in 1827 obtained 

clear title to 80 acres (32 ha) in Indiana, an area which became 

the Little Pigeon Creek Community.  

Mother's death 

On October 5, 1818, Nancy Lincoln succumbed to milk 

sickness, leaving 11-year-old Sarah in charge of a household 

including her father, 9-year-old Abraham, and Nancy's 19-

year-old orphan cousin, Dennis Hanks. Ten years later, on 

January 20, 1828, Sarah died while giving birth to a stillborn 

son, devastating Lincoln.  

On December 2, 1819, Thomas married Sarah Bush Johnston, 

a widow from Elizabethtown, Kentucky, with three children of 

her own. Abraham became close to his stepmother and called 

her "Mother". Lincoln disliked the hard labor associated with 

farm life. His family even said he was lazy, for all his "reading, 
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scribbling, writing, ciphering, writing Poetry, etc". His 

stepmother acknowledged he did not enjoy "physical labor", but 

loved to read.  

Education and move to Illinois 

Lincoln was largely self-educated. His formal schooling was 

from itinerant teachers. It included two short stints in 

Kentucky, where he learned to read but probably not to write, 

at age seven, and in Indiana, where he went to school 

sporadically due to farm chores, for a total of less than 12 

months in aggregate by the age of 15. He persisted as an avid 

reader and retained a lifelong interest in learning. Family, 

neighbors, and schoolmates recalled that his reading included 

the King James Bible, Aesop's Fables, John Bunyan's The 

Pilgrim's Progress, Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, and The 

Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin.  

As a teen, Lincoln took responsibility for chores and 

customarily gave his father all earnings from work outside the 

home until he was 21. Lincoln was tall, strong, and athletic, 

and became adept at using an ax. He was an active wrestler 

during his youth and trained in the rough catch-as-catch-can 

style (also known as catch wrestling). He became county 

wrestling champion at the age of 21. He gained a reputation for 

strength and audacity after winning a wrestling match with the 

renowned leader of ruffians known as "the Clary's Grove Boys".  

In March 1830, fearing another milk sickness outbreak, several 

members of the extended Lincoln family, including Abraham, 

moved west to Illinois, a free state, and settled in Macon 

County. Abraham then became increasingly distant from 
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Thomas, in part due to his father's lack of education. In 1831, 

as Thomas and other family prepared to move to a new 

homestead in Coles County, Illinois, Abraham struck out on 

his own. He made his home in New Salem, Illinois, for six 

years. Lincoln and some friends took goods by flatboat to New 

Orleans, Louisiana, where he was first exposed to slavery.  

In 1865, Lincoln was asked how he came to acquire his 

rhetorical skills. He answered that in the practice of law he 

frequently came across the word "demonstrate" but had 

insufficient understanding of the term. So, he left Springfield 

for his father's home to study until he "could give any 

proposition in the six books of Euclid [here, referencing 

Euclid's Elements] at sight."  

Marriage and children 

Lincoln's first romantic interest was Ann Rutledge, whom he 

met when he moved to New Salem. By 1835, they were in a 

relationship but not formally engaged. She died on August 25, 

1835, most likely of typhoid fever. In the early 1830s, he met 

Mary Owens from Kentucky. Late in 1836, Lincoln agreed to a 

match with Owens if she returned to New Salem. Owens arrived 

that November and he courted her for a time; however, they 

both had second thoughts. On August 16, 1837, he wrote 

Owens a letter saying he would not blame her if she ended the 

relationship, and she never replied.  

In 1839, Lincoln met Mary Todd in Springfield, Illinois, and the 

following year they became engaged. She was the daughter of 

Robert Smith Todd, a wealthy lawyer and businessman in 

Lexington, Kentucky. A wedding set for January 1, 1841, was 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

19 

canceled at Lincoln's request, but they reconciled and married 

on November 4, 1842, in the Springfield mansion of Mary's 

sister. While anxiously preparing for the nuptials, he was 

asked where he was going and replied, "To hell, I suppose." In 

1844, the couple bought a house in Springfield near his law 

office. Mary kept house with the help of a hired servant and a 

relative.  

Lincoln was an affectionate husband and father of four sons, 

though his work regularly kept him away from home. The 

oldest, Robert Todd Lincoln, was born in 1843 and was the 

only child to live to maturity. Edward Baker Lincoln (Eddie), 

born in 1846, died February 1, 1850, probably of tuberculosis. 

Lincoln's third son, "Willie" Lincoln was born on December 21, 

1850, and died of a fever at the White House on February 20, 

1862. The youngest, Thomas "Tad" Lincoln, was born on April 

4, 1853, and survived his father but died of heart failure at age 

18 on July 16, 1871. 

Lincoln "was remarkably fond of children" and the Lincolns 

were not considered to be strict with their own. In fact, 

Lincoln's law partner William H. Herndon would grow irritated 

when Lincoln would bring his children to the law office. Their 

father, it seemed, was often too absorbed in his work to notice 

his children's behavior. Herndon recounted, "I have felt many 

and many a time that I wanted to wring their little necks, and 

yet out of respect for Lincoln I kept my mouth shut. Lincoln 

did not note what his children were doing or had done."  

The deaths of their sons, Eddie and Willie, had profound 

effects on both parents. Lincoln suffered from "melancholy", a 

condition now thought to be clinical depression. Later in life, 
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Mary struggled with the stresses of losing her husband and 

sons, and Robert committed her for a time to an asylum in 

1875.  

Early career and militia service 

In 1832, Lincoln joined with a partner, Denton Offutt, in the 

purchase of a general store on credit in New Salem. Although 

the economy was booming, the business struggled and Lincoln 

eventually sold his share. 

That March he entered politics, running for the Illinois General 

Assembly, advocating navigational improvements on the 

Sangamon River. He could draw crowds as a raconteur, but he 

lacked the requisite formal education, powerful friends, and 

money, and lost the election.  

Lincoln briefly interrupted his campaign to serve as a captain 

in the Illinois Militia during the Black Hawk War. In his first 

campaign speech after returning, he observed a supporter in 

the crowd under attack, grabbed the assailant by his "neck and 

the seat of his trousers", and tossed him. Lincoln finished 

eighth out of 13 candidates (the top four were elected), though 

he received 277 of the 300 votes cast in the New Salem 

precinct.  

Lincoln served as New Salem's postmaster and later as county 

surveyor, but continued his voracious reading, and decided to 

become a lawyer. Rather than studying in the office of an 

established attorney, as was the custom, Lincoln borrowed 

legal texts from attorneys John Todd Stuart and Thomas 

Drummond, purchased books including Blackstone's 
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Commentaries and Chitty'sPleadings, and read law on his own. 

He later said of his legal education that "I studied with 

nobody."  

Illinois state legislature (1834–1842) 

Lincoln's second state house campaign in 1834, this time as a 

Whig, was a success over a powerful Whig opponent. Then 

followed his four terms in the Illinois House of Representatives 

for Sangamon County. He championed construction of the 

Illinois and Michigan Canal, and later was a Canal 

Commissioner.  

He voted to expand suffrage beyond white landowners to all 

white males, but adopted a "free soil" stance opposing both 

slavery and abolition. In 1837 he declared, "[The] Institution of 

slavery is founded on both injustice and bad policy, but the 

promulgation of abolition doctrines tends rather to increase 

than abate its evils."  

He echoed Henry Clay's support for the American Colonization 

Society which advocated a program of abolition in conjunction 

with settling freed slaves in Liberia.  

Admitted to the Illinois bar in 1836, he moved to Springfield 

and began to practice law under John T. Stuart, Mary Todd's 

cousin. Lincoln emerged as a formidable trial combatant 

during cross-examinations and closing arguments. He 

partnered several years with Stephen T. Logan, and in 1844 

began his practice with William Herndon, "a studious young 

man".  
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U.S. House of Representatives 

(1847–1849) 

True to his record, Lincoln professed to friends in 1861 to be 

"an old line Whig, a disciple of Henry Clay". Their party favored 

economic modernization in banking, tariffs to fund internal 

improvements including railroads, and urbanization.  

In 1843, Lincoln sought the Whig nomination for Illinois' 7th 

district seat in the U.S. House of Representatives; he was 

defeated by John J. Hardin though he prevailed with the party 

in limiting Hardin to one term. Lincoln not only pulled off his 

strategy of gaining the nomination in 1846 but also won the 

election. He was the only Whig in the Illinois delegation, but as 

dutiful as any participated in almost all votes and made 

speeches that toed the party line. He was assigned to the 

Committee on Post Office and Post Roads and the Committee 

on Expenditures in the War Department. Lincoln teamed with 

Joshua R. Giddings on a bill to abolish slavery in the District 

of Columbia with compensation for the owners, enforcement to 

capture fugitive slaves, and a popular vote on the matter. He 

dropped the bill when it eluded Whig support.  

Political views 

On foreign and military policy, Lincoln spoke against the 

Mexican–American War, which he imputed to President James 

K. Polk's desire for "military glory—that attractive rainbow, 

that rises in showers of blood". He supported the Wilmot 

Proviso, a failed proposal to ban slavery in any U.S. territory 

won from Mexico.  
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Lincoln emphasized his opposition to Polk by drafting and 

introducing his Spot Resolutions. The war had begun with a 

Mexican slaughter of American soldiers in territory disputed by 

Mexico, and Polk insisted that Mexican soldiers had "invaded 

our territory and shed the blood of our fellow-citizens on our 

own soil". Lincoln demanded that Polk show Congress the exact 

spot on which blood had been shed and prove that the spot 

was on American soil. The resolution was ignored in both 

Congress and the national papers, and it cost Lincoln political 

support in his district. One Illinois newspaper derisively 

nicknamed him "spotty Lincoln". Lincoln later regretted some 

of his statements, especially his attack on presidential war-

making powers.  

Lincoln had pledged in 1846 to serve only one term in the 

House. Realizing Clay was unlikely to win the presidency, he 

supported General Zachary Taylor for the Whig nomination in 

the 1848 presidential election. Taylor won and Lincoln hoped 

in vain to be appointed Commissioner of the General Land 

Office. The administration offered to appoint him secretary or 

governor of the Oregon Territory as consolation. This distant 

territory was a Democratic stronghold, and acceptance of the 

post would have disrupted his legal and political career in 

Illinois, so he declined and resumed his law practice.  

Prairie lawyer 

In his Springfield practice, Lincoln handled "every kind of 

business that could come before a prairie lawyer". Twice a year 

he appeared for 10 consecutive weeks in county seats in the 

Midstate county courts; this continued for 16 years. Lincoln 

handled transportation cases in the midst of the nation's 
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western expansion, particularly river barge conflicts under the 

many new railroad bridges. As a riverboat man, Lincoln 

initially favored those interests, but ultimately represented 

whoever hired him. He later represented a bridge company 

against a riverboat company in Hurd v. Rock Island Bridge 

Company, a landmark case involving a canal boat that sank 

after hitting a bridge. In 1849, he received a patent for a 

flotation device for the movement of boats in shallow water. 

The idea was never commercialized, but it made Lincoln the 

only president to hold a patent.  

Lincoln appeared before the Illinois Supreme Court in 175 

cases; he was sole counsel in 51 cases, of which 31 were 

decided in his favor. From 1853 to 1860, one of his largest 

clients was the Illinois Central Railroad. His legal reputation 

gave rise to the nickname "Honest Abe".  

Lincoln argued in an 1858 criminal trial, defending William 

"Duff" Armstrong, who was on trial for the murder of James 

Preston Metzker. The case is famous for Lincoln's use of a fact 

established by judicial notice to challenge the credibility of an 

eyewitness. After an opposing witness testified to seeing the 

crime in the moonlight, Lincoln produced a Farmers' Almanac 

showing the moon was at a low angle, drastically reducing 

visibility. Armstrong was acquitted.  

Leading up to his presidential campaign, Lincoln elevated his 

profile in an 1859 murder case, with his defense of Simeon 

Quinn "Peachy" Harrison who was the third cousin; Harrison 

was also the grandson of Lincoln's political opponent, Rev. 

Peter Cartwright. Harrison was charged with the murder of 

Greek Crafton who, as he lay dying of his wounds, confessed to 
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Cartwright that he had provoked Harrison. Lincoln angrily 

protested the judge's initial decision to exclude Cartwright's 

testimony about the confession as inadmissible hearsay. 

Lincoln argued that the testimony involved a dying declaration 

and was not subject to the hearsay rule. Instead of holding 

Lincoln in contempt of court as expected, the judge, a 

Democrat, reversed his ruling and admitted the testimony into 

evidence, resulting in Harrison's acquittal.  

Republican politics (1854–1860) 

Emergence as Republican leader 

The debate over the status of slavery in the territories failed to 

alleviate tensions between the slave-holding South and the free 

North, with the failure of the Compromise of 1850, a legislative 

package designed to address the issue. In his 1852 eulogy for 

Clay, Lincoln highlighted the latter's support for gradual 

emancipation and opposition to "both extremes" on the slavery 

issue. As the slavery debate in the Nebraska and Kansas 

territories became particularly acrimonious, Illinois Senator 

Stephen A. Douglas proposed popular sovereignty as a 

compromise; the measure would allow the electorate of each 

territory to decide the status of slavery. The legislation 

alarmed many Northerners, who sought to prevent the 

resulting spread of slavery, but Douglas's Kansas–Nebraska 

Act narrowly passed Congress in May 1854.  

Lincoln did not comment on the act until months later in his 

"Peoria Speech" in October 1854. Lincoln then declared his 

opposition to slavery which he repeated en route to the 
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presidency. He said the Kansas Act had a "declared 

indifference, but as I must think, a covert real zeal for the 

spread of slavery. I cannot but hate it. I hate it because of the 

monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it 

deprives our republican example of its just influence in the 

world ..." Lincoln's attacks on the Kansas–Nebraska Act 

marked his return to political life.  

Nationally, the Whigs were irreparably split by the Kansas–

Nebraska Act and other efforts to compromise on the slavery 

issue. Reflecting on the demise of his party, Lincoln wrote in 

1855, "I think I am a Whig, but others say there are no Whigs, 

and that I am an abolitionist...I do no more than oppose the 

extension of slavery." The new Republican Party was formed as 

a northern party dedicated to antislavery, drawing from the 

antislavery wing of the Whig Party, and combining Free Soil, 

Liberty, and antislavery Democratic Party members, Lincoln 

resisted early Republican entreaties, fearing that the new party 

would become a platform for extreme abolitionists. Lincoln 

held out hope for rejuvenating the Whigs, though he lamented 

his party's growing closeness with the nativist Know Nothing 

movement.  

In 1854 Lincoln was elected to the Illinois legislature but 

declined to take his seat. The year's elections showed the 

strong opposition to the Kansas–Nebraska Act, and in the 

aftermath, Lincoln sought election to the United States Senate. 

At that time, senators were elected by the state legislature. 

After leading in the first six rounds of voting, he was unable to 

obtain a majority. Lincoln instructed his backers to vote for 

Lyman Trumbull. Trumbull was an antislavery Democrat, and 

had received few votes in the earlier ballots; his supporters, 
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also antislavery Democrats, had vowed not to support any 

Whig. Lincoln's decision to withdraw enabled his Whig 

supporters and Trumbull's antislavery Democrats to combine 

and defeat the mainstream Democratic candidate, Joel Aldrich 

Matteson.  

1856 campaign 

Violent political confrontations in Kansas continued, and 

opposition to the Kansas–Nebraska Act remained strong 

throughout the North. As the 1856 elections approached, 

Lincoln joined the Republicans and attended the Bloomington 

Convention, which formally established the Illinois Republican 

Party. The convention platform endorsed Congress's right to 

regulate slavery in the territories and backed the admission of 

Kansas as a free state. Lincoln gave the final speech of the 

convention supporting the party platform and called for the 

preservation of the Union. At the June 1856 Republican 

National Convention, though Lincoln received support to run 

as vice president, John C. Frémont and William Dayton 

comprised the ticket, which Lincoln supported throughout 

Illinois. The Democrats nominated former Secretary of State 

James Buchanan and the Know-Nothings nominated former 

Whig President Millard Fillmore. Buchanan prevailed, while 

Republican William Henry Bissell won election as Governor of 

Illinois, and Lincoln became a leading Republican in Illinois.  

Dred Scott v. Sandford 

Dred Scott was a slave whose master took him from a slave 

state to a free territory under the Missouri Compromise. After 

Scott was returned to the slave state he petitioned a federal 
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court for his freedom. His petition was denied in Dred Scott v. 

Sandford (1857). Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger B. Taney 

in the decision wrote that blacks were not citizens and derived 

no rights from the Constitution. While many Democrats hoped 

that Dred Scott would end the dispute over slavery in the 

territories, the decision sparked further outrage in the North. 

Lincoln denounced it as the product of a conspiracy of 

Democrats to support the Slave Power. He argued the decision 

was at variance with the Declaration of Independence; he said 

that while the founding fathers did not believe all men equal in 

every respect, they believed all men were equal "in certain 

inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness".  

Lincoln–Douglas debates and Cooper Union speech 

• In 1858 Douglas was up for re-election in the U.S. 

Senate, and Lincoln hoped to defeat him. Many in 

the party felt that a former Whig should be 

nominated in 1858, and Lincoln's 1856 campaigning 

and support of Trumbull had earned him a favor. 

Some eastern Republicans supported Douglas from 

his opposition to the Lecompton Constitution and 

admission of Kansas as a slave state. Many Illinois 

Republicans resented this eastern interference. For 

the first time, Illinois Republicans held a convention 

to agree upon a Senate candidate, and Lincoln won 

the nomination with little opposition. 

Lincoln accepted the nomination with great enthusiasm and 

zeal. After his nomination he delivered his House Divided 

Speech, with the biblical reference Mark 3:25, "A house divided 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

29 

against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot 

endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect 

the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—

but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one 

thing, or all the other." The speech created a stark image of the 

danger of disunion. The stage was then set for the election of 

the Illinois legislature which would, in turn, select Lincoln or 

Douglas. When informed of Lincoln's nomination, Douglas 

stated, "[Lincoln] is the strong man of the party ... and if I beat 

him, my victory will be hardly won."  

The Senate campaign featured seven debates between Lincoln 

and Douglas. These were the most famous political debates in 

American history; they had an atmosphere akin to a prizefight 

and drew crowds in the thousands. The principals stood in 

stark contrast both physically and politically. Lincoln warned 

that Douglas’ "Slave Power" was threatening the values of 

republicanism, and accused Douglas of distorting the Founding 

Fathers' premise that all men are created equal. Douglas 

emphasized his Freeport Doctrine, that local settlers were free 

to choose whether to allow slavery and accused Lincoln of 

having joined the abolitionists. Lincoln's argument assumed a 

moral tone, as he claimed Douglas represented a conspiracy to 

promote slavery. Douglas's argument was more legal, claiming 

that Lincoln was defying the authority of the U.S. Supreme 

Court in the Dred Scott decision.  

Though the Republican legislative candidates won more 

popular votes, the Democrats won more seats, and the 

legislature re-elected Douglas. Lincoln's articulation of the 

issues gave him a national political presence. In May 1859, 

Lincoln purchased the Illinois Staats-Anzeiger, a German-
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language newspaper that was consistently supportive; most of 

the state's 130,000 German Americans voted Democratically 

but the German-language paper mobilized Republican support. 

In the aftermath of the 1858 election, newspapers frequently 

mentioned Lincoln as a potential Republican presidential 

candidate, rivaled by William H. Seward, Salmon P. Chase, 

Edward Bates, and Simon Cameron. While Lincoln was popular 

in the Midwest, he lacked support in the Northeast and was 

unsure whether to seek office. In January 1860, Lincoln told a 

group of political allies that he would accept the nomination if 

offered, and in the following months' several local papers 

endorsed his candidacy.  

Traveling untiringly Lincoln made about fifty speeches. By 

their quality and simplicity, he quickly became the champion 

of the Republican party. However, unlike his overwhelming 

support in the Midwestern United States his support in the 

east was not as great, where he sometimes encountered a lack 

of appreciation and in some quarters was met with much 

indifference. Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, at 

that time wrote up an unflattering account of Lincoln's 

compromising position on slavery and his reluctance to 

challenge the court's Dred-Scott ruling, which was promptly 

used against him by his political rivals.  

On February 27, 1860, powerful New York Republicans invited 

Lincoln to give a speech at Cooper Union, in which he argued 

that the Founding Fathers of the United States had little use 

for popular sovereignty and had repeatedly sought to restrict 

slavery. He insisted that morality required opposition to 

slavery, and rejected any "groping for some middle ground 

between the right and the wrong". Many in the audience 
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thought he appeared awkward and even ugly. But Lincoln 

demonstrated intellectual leadership that brought him into 

contention. Journalist Noah Brooks reported, "No man ever 

before made such an impression on his first appeal to a New 

York audience."  

Historian David Herbert Donald described the speech as a 

"superb political move for an unannounced candidate, to 

appear in one rival's (Seward) own state at an event sponsored 

by the second rival's (Chase) loyalists, while not mentioning 

either by name during its delivery". In response to an inquiry 

about his ambitions, Lincoln said, "The taste is in my mouth a 

little."  

1860 presidential election 

On May 9–10, 1860, the Illinois Republican State Convention 

was held in Decatur. Lincoln's followers organized a campaign 

team led by David Davis, Norman Judd, Leonard Swett, and 

Jesse DuBois, and Lincoln received his first endorsement. 

Exploiting his embellished frontier legend (clearing land and 

splitting fence rails), Lincoln's supporters adopted the label of 

"The Rail Candidate".  

In 1860, Lincoln described himself: "I am in height, six feet, 

four inches, nearly; lean in flesh, weighing, on an average, one 

hundred and eighty pounds; dark complexion, with coarse 

black hair, and gray eyes." Michael Martinez wrote about the 

effective imaging of Lincoln by his campaign.  

At times he was presented as the plain-talking "Rail Splitter" 

and at other times he was "Honest Abe", unpolished but 

trustworthy.  



United States: 1815–1870 

 

32 

On May 18, at the Republican National Convention in Chicago, 

Lincoln won the nomination on the third ballot, beating 

candidates such as Seward and Chase. A former Democrat, 

Hannibal Hamlin of Maine, was nominated for vice president to 

balance the ticket. Lincoln's success depended on his 

campaign team, his reputation as a moderate on the slavery 

issue, and his strong support for internal improvements and 

the tariff. Pennsylvania put him over the top, led by the state's 

iron interests who were reassured by his tariff support. 

Lincoln's managers had focused on this delegation while 

honoring Lincoln's dictate to "Make no contracts that will bind 

me".  

As the Slave Power tightened its grip on the national 

government, most Republicans agreed with Lincoln that the 

North was the aggrieved party. Throughout the 1850s, Lincoln 

had doubted the prospects of civil war, and his supporters 

rejected claims that his election would incite secession. When 

Douglas was selected as the candidate of the Northern 

Democrats, delegates from eleven slave states walked out of 

the Democratic convention; they opposed Douglas's position on 

popular sovereignty, and selected incumbent Vice President 

John C. Breckinridge as their candidate. A group of former 

Whigs and Know Nothings formed the Constitutional Union 

Party and nominated John Bell of Tennessee. Lincoln and 

Douglas competed for votes in the North, while Bell and 

Breckinridge primarily found support in the South.  

Prior to the Republican convention, the Lincoln campaign 

began cultivating a nationwide youth organization, the Wide 

Awakes, which it used to generate popular support throughout 

the country to spearhead voter registration drives, thinking 
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that new voters and young voters tended to embrace new 

parties. People of the Northern states knew the Southern states 

would vote against Lincoln and rallied supporters for Lincoln.  

As Douglas and the other candidates campaigned, Lincoln gave 

no speeches, relying on the enthusiasm of the Republican 

Party. The party did the leg work that produced majorities 

across the North and produced an abundance of campaign 

posters, leaflets, and newspaper editorials. Republican 

speakers focused first on the party platform, and second on 

Lincoln's life story, emphasizing his childhood poverty. The 

goal was to demonstrate the power of "free labor", which 

allowed a common farm boy to work his way to the top by his 

own efforts. The Republican Party's production of campaign 

literature dwarfed the combined opposition; a Chicago Tribune 

writer produced a pamphlet that detailed Lincoln's life and 

sold 100,000–200,000 copies. Though he did not give public 

appearances, many sought to visit him and write him. In the 

runup to the election, he took an office in the Illinois state 

capitol to deal with the influx of attention. He also hired John 

George Nicolay as his personal secretary, who would remain in 

that role during the presidency.  

On November 6, 1860, Lincoln was elected the 16th president. 

He was the first Republican president and his victory was 

entirely due to his support in the North and West. No ballots 

were cast for him in 10 of the 15 Southern slave states, and he 

won only two of 996 counties in all the Southern states, an 

omen of the impending Civil War. Lincoln received 1,866,452 

votes, or 39.8% of the total in a four-way race, carrying the 

free Northern states, as well as California and Oregon. His 
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victory in the electoral college was decisive: Lincoln had 180 

votes to 123 for his opponents.  

Presidency (1861–1865) 

Secession and inauguration 

The South was outraged by Lincoln's election, and in response 

secessionists implemented plans to leave the Union before he 

took office in March 1861. On December 20, 1860, South 

Carolina took the lead by adopting an ordinance of secession; 

by February 1, 1861, Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, 

Louisiana, and Texas followed. Six of these states declared 

themselves to be a sovereign nation, the Confederate States of 

America, and adopted a constitution. The upper South and 

border states (Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, 

Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, and Arkansas) initially rejected 

the secessionist appeal. President Buchanan and President-

elect Lincoln refused to recognize the Confederacy, declaring 

secession illegal. The Confederacy selected Jefferson Davis as 

its provisional president on February 9, 1861.  

Attempts at compromise followed but Lincoln and the 

Republicans rejected the proposed Crittenden Compromise as 

contrary to the Party's platform of free-soil in the territories. 

Lincoln said, "I will suffer death before I consent ... to any 

concession or compromise which looks like buying the privilege 

to take possession of this government to which we have a 

constitutional right."  

Lincoln tacitly supported the Corwin Amendment to the 

Constitution, which passed Congress and was awaiting 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

35 

ratification by the states when Lincoln took office. That 

doomed amendment would have protected slavery in states 

where it already existed. A few weeks before the war, Lincoln 

sent a letter to every governor informing them Congress had 

passed a joint resolution to amend the Constitution.  

En route to his inauguration, Lincoln addressed crowds and 

legislatures across the North. He gave a particularly emotional 

farewell address upon leaving Springfield; he would never 

again return to Springfield alive. The president-elect evaded 

suspected assassins in Baltimore. On February 23, 1861, he 

arrived in disguise in Washington, D.C., which was placed 

under substantial military guard. Lincoln directed his 

inaugural address to the South, proclaiming once again that he 

had no inclination to abolish slavery in the Southern states:  

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern 

States that by the accession of a Republican Administration 

their property and their peace and personal security are to be 

endangered. There has never been any reasonable cause for 

such apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to the 

contrary has all the while existed and been open to their 

inspection. It is found in nearly all the published speeches of 

him who now addresses you. I do but quote from one of those 

speeches when I declare that "I have no purpose, directly or 

indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the 

States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, 

and I have no inclination to do so." 

• —ˈFirst inaugural address, 4 March 1861 

Lincoln cited his plans for banning the expansion of slavery as 

the key source of conflict between North and South, stating 
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"One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought 

to be extended, while the other believes it is wrong and ought 

not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute." The 

president ended his address with an appeal to the people of the 

South: "We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be 

enemies ... The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every 

battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and 

hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus 

of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by 

the better angels of our nature." The failure of the Peace 

Conference of 1861 signaled that legislative compromise was 

impossible. By March 1861, no leaders of the insurrection had 

proposed rejoining the Union on any terms. Meanwhile, Lincoln 

and the Republican leadership agreed that the dismantling of 

the Union could not be tolerated. In his second inaugural 

address, Lincoln looked back on the situation at the time and 

said: "Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would 

make war rather than let the Nation survive, and the other 

would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came."  

Civil War 

Major Robert Anderson, commander of the Union's Fort Sumter 

in Charleston, South Carolina, sent a request for provisions to 

Washington, and Lincoln's order to meet that request was seen 

by the secessionists as an act of war. On April 12, 1861, 

Confederate forces fired on Union troops at Fort Sumter and 

began the fight. Historian Allan Nevins argued that the newly 

inaugurated Lincoln made three miscalculations: 

underestimating the gravity of the crisis, exaggerating the 

strength of Unionist sentiment in the South, and overlooking 

Southern Unionist opposition to an invasion.  
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William Tecumseh Sherman talked to Lincoln during 

inauguration week and was "sadly disappointed" at his failure 

to realize that "the country was sleeping on a volcano" and that 

the South was preparing for war. Donald concludes that, "His 

repeated efforts to avoid collision in the months between 

inauguration and the firing on Ft. Sumter showed he adhered 

to his vow not to be the first to shed fraternal blood. But he 

also vowed not to surrender the forts. The only resolution of 

these contradictory positions was for the confederates to fire 

the first shot; they did just that."  

On April 15, Lincoln called on the states to send a total of 

75,000 volunteer troops to recapture forts, protect Washington, 

and "preserve the Union", which, in his view, remained intact 

despite the seceding states. This call forced states to choose 

sides. Virginia seceded and was rewarded with the designation 

of Richmond as the Confederate capital, despite its exposure to 

Union lines. North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas followed 

over the following two months. Secession sentiment was strong 

in Missouri and Maryland, but did not prevail; Kentucky 

remained neutral. The Fort Sumter attack rallied Americans 

north of the Mason-Dixon line to defend the nation.  

As States sent Union regiments south, on April 19, Baltimore 

mobs in control of the rail links attacked Union troops who 

were changing trains. Local leaders' groups later burned 

critical rail bridges to the capital and the Army responded by 

arresting local Maryland officials. Lincoln suspended the writ 

of habeas corpus where needed for the security of troops trying 

to reach Washington. John Merryman, one Maryland official 

hindering the U.S. troop movements, petitioned Supreme Court 

Chief Justice Roger B. Taney to issue a writ of habeas corpus. 
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In June Taney, ruling only for the lower circuit court in ex 

parte Merryman, issued the writ which he felt could only be 

suspended by Congress. Lincoln persisted with the policy of 

suspension in select areas.  

Union military strategy 

Lincoln took executive control of the war and shaped the Union 

military strategy. He responded to the unprecedented political 

and military crisis as commander-in-chief by exercising 

unprecedented authority. He expanded his war powers, 

imposed a blockade on Confederate ports, disbursed funds 

before appropriation by Congress, suspended habeas corpus, 

and arrested and imprisoned thousands of suspected 

Confederate sympathizers. Lincoln gained the support of 

Congress and the northern public for these actions. Lincoln 

also had to reinforce Union sympathies in the border slave 

states and keep the war from becoming an international 

conflict.  

It was clear from the outset that bipartisan support was 

essential to success, and that any compromise alienated 

factions on both sides of the aisle, such as the appointment of 

Republicans and Democrats to command positions. 

Copperheads criticized Lincoln for refusing to compromise on 

slavery. The Radical Republicans criticized him for moving too 

slowly in abolishing slavery. On August 6, 1861, Lincoln signed 

the Confiscation Act that authorized judicial proceedings to 

confiscate and free slaves who were used to support the 

Confederates. The law had little practical effect, but it signaled 

political support for abolishing slavery.  



United States: 1815–1870 

 

39 

In August 1861, General John C. Frémont, the 1856 

Republican presidential nominee, without consulting 

Washington, issued a martial edict freeing slaves of the rebels. 

Lincoln canceled the illegal proclamation as politically 

motivated and lacking military necessity. As a result, Union 

enlistments from Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri increased 

by over 40,000.  

Internationally, Lincoln wanted to forestall foreign military aid 

to the Confederacy. He relied on his combative Secretary of 

State William Seward while working closely with Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee chairman Charles Sumner. In the 

1861 Trent Affair which threatened war with Great Britain, the 

U.S. Navy illegally intercepted a British mail ship, the Trent, 

on the high seas and seized two Confederate envoys; Britain 

protested vehemently while the U.S. cheered. Lincoln ended the 

crisis by releasing the two diplomats. Biographer James G. 

Randall dissected Lincoln's successful techniques:  

his restraint, his avoidance of any outward expression of 

truculence, his early softening of State Department's attitude 

toward Britain, his deference toward Seward and Sumner, his 

withholding of his paper prepared for the occasion, his 

readiness to arbitrate, his golden silence in addressing 

Congress, his shrewdness in recognizing that war must be 

averted, and his clear perception that a point could be clinched 

for America's true position at the same time that satisfaction 

was given to a friendly country. 

Lincoln painstakingly monitored the telegraph reports coming 

into the War Department. He tracked all phases of the effort, 

consulting with governors, and selecting generals based on 
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their success, their state, and their party. In January 1862, 

after complaints of inefficiency and profiteering in the War 

Department, Lincoln replaced War Secretary Simon Cameron 

with Edwin Stanton. Stanton centralized the War Department's 

activities, auditing and canceling contracts, saving the federal 

government $17,000,000. Stanton was a staunch Unionist, 

pro-business, conservative Democrat who gravitated toward the 

Radical Republican faction. He worked more often and more 

closely with Lincoln than any other senior official. "Stanton 

and Lincoln virtually conducted the war together", say Thomas 

and Hyman.  

Lincoln's war strategy embraced two priorities: ensuring that 

Washington was well-defended and conducting an aggressive 

war effort for a prompt, decisive victory. Twice a week, Lincoln 

met with his cabinet in the afternoon. Occasionally Mary 

prevailed on him to take a carriage ride, concerned that he was 

working too hard. For his edification Lincoln relied upon a 

book by his chief of staff General Henry Halleck entitled 

Elements of Military Art and Science; Halleck was a disciple of 

the European strategist Antoine-Henri Jomini. Lincoln began 

to appreciate the critical need to control strategic points, such 

as the Mississippi River. Lincoln saw the importance of 

Vicksburg and understood the necessity of defeating the 

enemy's army, rather than simply capturing territory.  

General McClellan 

After the Union rout at Bull Run and Winfield Scott's 

retirement, Lincoln appointed Major General George B. 

McClellan general-in-chief. McClellan then took months to plan 

his Virginia Peninsula Campaign. McClellan's slow progress 
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frustrated Lincoln, as did his position that no troops were 

needed to defend Washington. McClellan, in turn, blamed the 

failure of the campaign on Lincoln's reservation of troops for 

the capitol.  

In 1862 Lincoln removed McClellan for the general's continued 

inaction. He elevated Henry Halleck in July and appointed 

John Pope as head of the new Army of Virginia. Pope satisfied 

Lincoln's desire to advance on Richmond from the north, thus 

protecting Washington from counterattack. But Pope was then 

soundly defeated at the Second Battle of Bull Run in the 

summer of 1862, forcing the Army of the Potomac back to 

defend Washington.  

Despite his dissatisfaction with McClellan's failure to reinforce 

Pope, Lincoln restored him to command of all forces around 

Washington. Two days after McClellan's return to command, 

General Robert E. Lee's forces crossed the Potomac River into 

Maryland, leading to the Battle of Antietam. That battle, a 

Union victory, was among the bloodiest in American history; it 

facilitated Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation in January.  

McClellan then resisted the president's demand that he pursue 

Lee's withdrawing army, while General Don Carlos Buell 

likewise refused orders to move the Army of the Ohio against 

rebel forces in eastern Tennessee. Lincoln replaced Buell with 

William Rosecrans; and after the 1862 midterm elections he 

replaced McClellan with Ambrose Burnside. The appointments 

were both politically neutral and adroit on Lincoln's part.  

Burnside, against presidential advice, launched an offensive 

across the Rappahannock River and was defeated by Lee at 

Fredericksburg in December. Desertions during 1863 came in 
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the thousands and only increased after Fredericksburg, so 

Lincoln replaced Burnside with Joseph Hooker.  

In the 1862 midterm elections the Republicans suffered severe 

losses due to rising inflation, high taxes, rumors of corruption, 

suspension of habeas corpus, military draft law, and fears that 

freed slaves would come North and undermine the labor 

market. The Emancipation Proclamation gained votes for 

Republicans in rural New England and the upper Midwest, but 

cost votes in the Irish and German strongholds and in the 

lower Midwest, where many Southerners had lived for 

generations.  

In the spring of 1863 Lincoln was sufficiently optimistic about 

upcoming military campaigns to think the end of the war could 

be near; the plans included attacks by Hooker on Lee north of 

Richmond, Rosecrans on Chattanooga, Grant on Vicksburg, 

and a naval assault on Charleston.  

Hooker was routed by Lee at the Battle of Chancellorsville in 

May, then resigned and was replaced by George Meade. Meade 

followed Lee north into Pennsylvania and beat him in the 

Gettysburg Campaign, but then failed to follow up despite 

Lincoln's demands. At the same time, Grant captured 

Vicksburg and gained control of the Mississippi River, splitting 

the far western rebel states.  

Emancipation Proclamation 

The Federal government's power to end slavery was limited by 

the Constitution, which before 1865 delegated the issue to the 

individual states. Lincoln argued that slavery would be 

rendered obsolete if its expansion into new territories were 
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prevented. He sought to persuade the states to agree to 

compensation for emancipating their slaves in return for their 

acceptance of abolition. Lincoln rejected Fremont's two 

emancipation attempts in August 1861, as well as one by Major 

General David Hunter in May 1862, on the grounds that it was 

not within their power, and would upset loyal border states.  

In June 1862, Congress passed an act banning slavery on all 

federal territory, which Lincoln signed. In July, the 

Confiscation Act of 1862 was enacted, providing court 

procedures to free the slaves of those convicted of aiding the 

rebellion; Lincoln approved the bill despite his belief that it 

was unconstitutional. He felt such action could be taken only 

within the war powers of the commander-in-chief, which he 

planned to exercise. Lincoln at this time reviewed a draft of the 

Emancipation Proclamation with his cabinet.  

Privately, Lincoln concluded that the Confederacy's slave base 

had to be eliminated. Copperheads argued that emancipation 

was a stumbling block to peace and reunification; Republican 

editor Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune agreed. In a 

letter of August 22, 1862, Lincoln said that while he personally 

wished all men could be free, regardless of that, his first 

obligation as president was to preserve the Union:  

My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and 

is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the 

Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could 

save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could 

save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also 

do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I do 

because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I 
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forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save 

the Union ... [¶] I have here stated my purpose according to my 

view of official duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-

expressed personal wish that all men everywhere could be free. 

The Emancipation Proclamation, issued on September 22, 

1862, and effective January 1, 1863, affirmed the freedom of 

slaves in 10 states not then under Union control, with 

exemptions specified for areas under such control. Lincoln's 

comment on signing the Proclamation was: "I never, in my life, 

felt more certain that I was doing right, than I do in signing 

this paper." He spent the next 100 days preparing the army 

and the nation for emancipation, while Democrats rallied their 

voters by warning of the threat that freed slaves posed to 

northern whites.  

With the abolition of slavery in the rebel states now a military 

objective, Union armies advancing south liberated three million 

slaves.  

Enlisting former slaves became official policy. By the spring of 

1863, Lincoln was ready to recruit black troops in more than 

token numbers. In a letter to Tennessee military governor 

Andrew Johnson encouraging him to lead the way in raising 

black troops, Lincoln wrote, "The bare sight of 50,000 armed 

and drilled black soldiers on the banks of the Mississippi 

would end the rebellion at once". By the end of 1863, at 

Lincoln's direction, General Lorenzo Thomas had recruited 20 

regiments of blacks from the Mississippi Valley.  

The Proclamation included Lincoln's earlier plans for colonies 

for newly freed slaves, though that undertaking ultimately 

failed.  
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Gettysburg Address (1863) 

Lincoln spoke at the dedication of the Gettysburg battlefield 

cemetery on November 19, 1863. In 272 words, and three 

minutes, Lincoln asserted that the nation was born not in 

1789, but in 1776, "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the 

proposition that all men are created equal". He defined the war 

as dedicated to the principles of liberty and equality for all. He 

declared that the deaths of so many brave soldiers would not 

be in vain, that slavery would end, and the future of democracy 

would be assured, that "government of the people, by the 

people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth".  

Defying his prediction that "the world will little note, nor long 

remember what we say here", the Address became the most 

quoted speech in American history.  

General Grant 

Grant's victories at the Battle of Shiloh and in the Vicksburg 

campaign impressed Lincoln. Responding to criticism of Grant 

after Shiloh, Lincoln had said, "I can't spare this man. He 

fights." With Grant in command, Lincoln felt the Union Army 

could advance in multiple theaters, while also including black 

troops. Meade's failure to capture Lee's army after Gettysburg 

and the continued passivity of the Army of the Potomac 

persuaded Lincoln to promote Grant to supreme commander. 

Grant then assumed command of Meade's army.  

Lincoln was concerned that Grant might be considering a 

presidential candidacy in 1864. He arranged for an 

intermediary to inquire into Grant's political intentions, and 
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once assured that he had none, Lincoln promoted Grant to the 

newly revived rank of Lieutenant General, a rank which had 

been unoccupied since George Washington. Authorization for 

such a promotion "with the advice and consent of the Senate" 

was provided by a new bill which Lincoln signed the same day 

he submitted Grant's name to the Senate. His nomination was 

confirmed by the Senate on March 2, 1864.  

Grant in 1864 waged the bloody Overland Campaign, which 

exacted heavy losses on both sides. When Lincoln asked what 

Grant's plans were, the persistent general replied, "I propose to 

fight it out on this line if it takes all summer." Grant's army 

moved steadily south. Lincoln traveled to Grant's headquarters 

at City Point, Virginia, to confer with Grant and William 

Tecumseh Sherman. Lincoln reacted to Union losses by 

mobilizing support throughout the North. Lincoln authorized 

Grant to target infrastructure—plantations, railroads, and 

bridges—hoping to weaken the South's morale and fighting 

ability. He emphasized defeat of the Confederate armies over 

destruction (which was considerable) for its own sake. 

Lincoln's engagement became distinctly personal on one 

occasion in 1864 when Confederate general Jubal Earlyraided 

Washington, D.C.. Legend has it that while Lincoln watched 

from an exposed position, Union Captain (and future Supreme 

Court Justice) Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. shouted at him, "Get 

down, you damn fool, before you get shot!"  

As Grant continued to weaken Lee's forces, efforts to discuss 

peace began. Confederate Vice President Stephens led a group 

meeting with Lincoln, Seward, and others at Hampton Roads. 

Lincoln refused to negotiate with the Confederacy as a coequal; 

his objective to end the fighting was not realized. On April 1, 
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1865, Grant nearly encircled Petersburg in a siege. The 

Confederate government evacuated Richmond and Lincoln 

visited the conquered capital. On April 9, Lee surrendered to 

Grant at Appomattox, officially ending the war.  

Re-election 

Lincoln ran for reelection in 1864, while uniting the main 

Republican factions, along with War DemocratsEdwin M. 

Stanton and Andrew Johnson. Lincoln used conversation and 

his patronage powers—greatly expanded from peacetime—to 

build support and fend off the Radicals' efforts to replace him. 

At its convention, the Republicans selected Johnson as his 

running mate.  

To broaden his coalition to include War Democrats as well as 

Republicans, Lincoln ran under the label of the new Union 

Party.  

Grant's bloody stalemates damaged Lincoln's re-election 

prospects, and many Republicans feared defeat. Lincoln 

confidentially pledged in writing that if he should lose the 

election, he would still defeat the Confederacy before turning 

over the White House; Lincoln did not show the pledge to his 

cabinet, but asked them to sign the sealed envelope. The 

pledge read as follows: 

This morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly 

probable that this Administration will not be re-elected. Then 

it will be my duty to so co-operate with the President elect, as 

to save the Union between the election and the inauguration; 

as he will have secured his election on such ground that he 

cannot possibly save it afterward. 
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The Democratic platform followed the "Peace wing" of the party 

and called the war a "failure"; but their candidate, McClellan, 

supported the war and repudiated the platform. Meanwhile, 

Lincoln emboldened Grant with more troops and Republican 

party support. Sherman's capture of Atlanta in September and 

David Farragut's capture of Mobile ended defeatism. The 

Democratic Party was deeply split, with some leaders and most 

soldiers openly for Lincoln.  

The National Union Party was united by Lincoln's support for 

emancipation. State Republican parties stressed the perfidy of 

the Copperheads. On November 8, Lincoln carried all but three 

states, including 78 percent of Union soldiers.  

On March 4, 1865, Lincoln delivered his second inaugural 

address. In it, he deemed the war casualties to be God's will. 

Historian Mark Noll places the speech "among the small 

handful of semi-sacred texts by which Americans conceive 

their place in the world;" it is inscribed in the Lincoln 

Memorial. Lincoln said:  

Fondly do we hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty 

scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it 

continue, until all the wealth piled by the bond-man's 250 

years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of 

blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with 

the sword, as was said 3,000 years ago, so still it must be 

said, "the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous 

altogether". With malice toward none; with charity for all; with 

firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us 

strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's 

wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and 
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for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve 

and cherish a just and lasting peace, among ourselves, and 

with all nations. 

Reconstruction 

• Reconstruction preceded the war's end, as Lincoln 

and his associates considered the reintegration of 

the nation, and the fates of Confederate leaders and 

freed slaves. When a general asked Lincoln how the 

defeated Confederates were to be treated, Lincoln 

replied, "Let 'em up easy." Lincoln was determined to 

find meaning in the war in its aftermath, and did not 

want to continue to outcast the southern states. His 

main goal was to keep the union together, so he 

proceeded by focusing not on whom to blame, but on 

how to rebuild the nation as one. Lincoln led the 

moderates in Reconstruction policy and was opposed 

by the Radicals, under Rep. Thaddeus Stevens, Sen. 

Charles Sumner and Sen. Benjamin Wade, who 

otherwise remained Lincoln's allies. Determined to 

reunite the nation and not alienate the South, 

Lincoln urged that speedy elections under generous 

terms be held. His Amnesty Proclamation of 

December 8, 1863, offered pardons to those who had 

not held a Confederate civil office and had not 

mistreated Union prisoners, if they were willing to 

sign an oath of allegiance. 

As Southern states fell, they needed leaders while their 

administrations were restored. In Tennessee and Arkansas, 

Lincoln respectively appointed Johnson and Frederick Steele as 
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military governors. In Louisiana, Lincoln ordered General 

Nathaniel P. Banks to promote a plan that would reestablish 

statehood when 10 percent of the voters agreed, and only if the 

reconstructed states abolished slavery. Democratic opponents 

accused Lincoln of using the military to ensure his and the 

Republicans' political aspirations. The Radicals denounced his 

policy as too lenient, and passed their own plan, the 1864 

Wade–Davis Bill, which Lincoln vetoed. The Radicals retaliated 

by refusing to seat elected representatives from Louisiana, 

Arkansas, and Tennessee.  

Lincoln's appointments were designed to harness both 

moderates and Radicals. To fill Chief Justice Taney's seat on 

the Supreme Court, he named the Radicals' choice, Salmon P. 

Chase, who Lincoln believed would uphold his emancipation 

and paper money policies.  

After implementing the Emancipation Proclamation, Lincoln 

increased pressure on Congress to outlaw slavery throughout 

the nation with a constitutional amendment. He declared that 

such an amendment would "clinch the whole matter" and by 

December 1863 an amendment was brought to Congress. This 

first attempt fell short of the required two-thirds majority in 

the House of Representatives. Passage became part of Lincoln's 

reelection platform, and after his successful reelection, the 

second attempt in the House passed on January 31, 1865. 

With ratification, it became the Thirteenth Amendment to the 

United States Constitution on December 6, 1865.  

Lincoln believed the federal government had limited 

responsibility to the millions of freedmen. He signed Senator 

Charles Sumner's Freedmen's Bureau bill that set up a 
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temporary federal agency designed to meet the immediate 

needs of former slaves. The law opened land for a lease of three 

years with the ability to purchase title for the freedmen. 

Lincoln announced a Reconstruction plan that involved short-

term military control, pending readmission under the control of 

southern Unionists.  

Historians agree that it is impossible to predict exactly how 

Reconstruction would have proceeded had Lincoln lived. 

Biographers James G. Randall and Richard Current, according 

to David Lincove, argue that:  

It is likely that had he lived, Lincoln would have followed a 

policy similar to Johnson's, that he would have clashed with 

congressional Radicals, that he would have produced a better 

result for the freedmen than occurred, and that his political 

skills would have helped him avoid Johnson's mistakes. 

Eric Foner argues that:  

Unlike Sumner and other Radicals, Lincoln did not see 

Reconstruction as an opportunity for a sweeping political and 

social revolution beyond emancipation. He had long made clear 

his opposition to the confiscation and redistribution of land. 

He believed, as most Republicans did in April 1865, that the 

voting requirements should be determined by the states. He 

assumed that political control in the South would pass to 

white Unionists, reluctant secessionists, and forward-looking 

former Confederates. But time and again during the war, 

Lincoln, after initial opposition, had come to embrace positions 

first advanced by abolitionists and Radical Republicans. ... 

Lincoln undoubtedly would have listened carefully to the 

outcry for further protection for the former slaves ... It is 
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entirely plausible to imagine Lincoln and Congress agreeing on 

a Reconstruction policy that encompassed federal protection 

for basic civil rights plus limited black suffrage, along the lines 

Lincoln proposed just before his death. 

Native American policy 

Lincoln's experience with Indians followed the death of his 

grandfather Abraham at their hands, in the presence of his 

father and uncles. Lincoln claimed Indians were antagonistic 

toward his father, Thomas Lincoln, and his young family. 

Although Lincoln was a veteran of the Black Hawk War, which 

was fought in Wisconsin and Illinois in 1832, he saw no 

significant action.  

During his presidency, Lincoln's policy toward Indians was 

driven by politics. He used the Indian Bureau as a source of 

patronage, making appointments to his loyal followers in 

Minnesota and Wisconsin. He faced difficulties guarding 

Western settlers, railroads, and telegraphs, from Indian 

attacks.  

On August 17, 1862, the Dakota uprising in Minnesota, 

supported by the Yankton Indians, killed hundreds of white 

settlers, forced 30,000 from their homes, and deeply alarmed 

the Lincoln administration. Some believed it was a conspiracy 

by the Confederacy to launch a war on the Northwestern front. 

Lincoln sent General John Pope, the former head of the Army 

of Virginia, to Minnesota as commander of the new Department 

of the Northwest. Lincoln ordered thousands of Confederate 

prisoners of war sent by railroad to put down the Dakota 

Uprising. When the Confederates protested forcing Confederate 
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prisoners to fight Indians, Lincoln revoked the policy. Pope 

fought against the Indians mercilessly, even advocating their 

extinction. He ordered Indian farms and food supplies be 

destroyed, and Indian warriors be killed. Aiding Pope, 

Minnesota Congressman Col. Henry H. Sibley led militiamen 

and regular troops to defeat the Dakota at Wood Lake. By 

October 9, Pope considered the uprising to be ended; hostilities 

ceased on December 26. An unusual military court was set up 

to prosecute captured natives, with Lincoln effectively acting 

as the route of appeal.  

Lincoln personally reviewed each of 303 execution warrants for 

Santee Dakota convicted of killing innocent farmers; he 

commuted the sentences of all but 39 (one was later reprieved). 

Lincoln sought to be lenient, but still send a message. He also 

faced significant public pressure, including threats of mob 

justice should any of the Dakota be spared. Former Governor 

of Minnesota Alexander Ramsey told Lincoln, in 1864, that he 

would have gotten more presidential election support had he 

executed all 303 of the Indians. Lincoln responded, "I could 

not afford to hang men for votes."  

Other enactments 

In the selection and use of his cabinet, Lincoln employed the 

strengths of his opponents in a manner that emboldened his 

presidency. Lincoln commented on his thought process, "We 

need the strongest men of the party in the Cabinet. We needed 

to hold our own people together. I had looked the party over 

and concluded that these were the very strongest men. Then I 

had no right to deprive the country of their services."  Goodwin 

described the group in her biography as a Team of Rivals.  
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Lincoln adhered to the Whig theory of a presidency focused on 

executing laws while deferring to Congress' responsibility for 

legislating. Lincoln vetoed only four bills, including the Wade-

Davis Bill with its harsh Reconstruction program.  

The 1862 Homestead Act made millions of acres of Western 

government-held land available for purchase at low cost. The 

1862 Morrill Land-Grant Colleges Act provided government 

grants for agricultural colleges in each state. The Pacific 

Railway Acts of 1862 and 1864 granted federal support for the 

construction of the United States' First Transcontinental 

Railroad, which was completed in 1869. The passage of the 

Homestead Act and the Pacific Railway Acts was enabled by the 

absence of Southern congressmen and senators who had 

opposed the measures in the 1850s.  

There were two measures passed to raise revenues for the 

Federal government: tariffs (a policy with long precedent), and 

a Federal income tax. In 1861, Lincoln signed the second and 

third Morrill Tariffs, following the first enacted by Buchanan. 

He also signed the Revenue Act of 1861, creating the first U.S. 

income tax—a flat tax of 3 percent on incomes above $800 

($23,000 in current dollar terms). The Revenue Act of 1862 

adopted rates that increased with income.  

Lincoln presided over the expansion of the federal 

government's economic influence in other areas. The National 

Banking Act created the system of national banks. The US 

issued paper currency for the first time, known as 

greenbacks—printed in green on the reverse side. In 1862, 

Congress created the Department of Agriculture.  
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In response to rumors of a renewed draft, the editors of the 

New York World and the Journal of Commerce published a false 

draft proclamation that created an opportunity for the editors 

and others to corner the gold market. Lincoln attacked the 

media for such behavior, and ordered a military seizure of the 

two papers which lasted for two days.  

Lincoln is largely responsible for the Thanksgiving holiday. 

Thanksgiving had become a regional holiday in New England in 

the 17th century. It had been sporadically proclaimed by the 

federal government on irregular dates. The prior proclamation 

had been during James Madison's presidency 50 years earlier. 

In 1863, Lincoln declared the final Thursday in November of 

that year to be a day of Thanksgiving.  

In June 1864, Lincoln approved the Yosemite Grant enacted by 

Congress, which provided unprecedented federal protection for 

the area now known as Yosemite National Park.  

Lincoln's philosophy on court nominations was that "we cannot 

ask a man what he will do, and if we should, and he should 

answer us, we should despise him for it. Therefore we must 

take a man whose opinions are known." Lincoln made five 

appointments to the Supreme Court. Noah Haynes Swayne was 

an anti-slavery lawyer who was committed to the Union. 

Samuel Freeman Miller supported Lincoln in the 1860 election 

and was an avowed abolitionist. David Davis was Lincoln's 

campaign manager in 1860 and had served as a judge in the 

Illinois court circuit where Lincoln practiced. Democrat 

Stephen Johnson Field, a previous California Supreme Court 

justice, provided geographic and political balance. Finally, 

Lincoln's Treasury Secretary, Salmon P. Chase, became Chief 
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Justice. Lincoln believed Chase was an able jurist, would 

support Reconstruction legislation, and that his appointment 

united the Republican Party.  

Other judicial appointments 

Lincoln appointed 27 judges to the United States district 

courts but no judges to the United States circuit courts during 

his time in office.  

States admitted to the Union 

West Virginia was admitted to the Union on June 20, 1863. 

Nevada, which became the third state in the far-west of the 

continent, was admitted as a free state on October 31, 1864.  

Assassination 

John Wilkes Booth was a well-known actor and a Confederate 

spy from Maryland; though he never joined the Confederate 

army, he had contacts with the Confederate secret service. 

After attending an April 11, 1865 speech in which Lincoln 

promoted voting rights for blacks, Booth hatched a plot to 

assassinate the President. When Booth learned of the Lincolns' 

intent to attend a play with General Grant, he planned to 

assassinate Lincoln and Grant at Ford's Theatre. Lincoln and 

his wife attended the play Our American Cousin on the evening 

of April 14, just five days after the Union victory at the Battle 

of Appomattox Courthouse. At the last minute, Grant decided 

to go to New Jersey to visit his children instead of attending 

the play.  
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At 10:15 pm, Booth entered the back of Lincoln's theater box, 

crept up from behind, and fired at the back of Lincoln's head, 

mortally wounding him. Lincoln's guest Major Henry Rathbone 

momentarily grappled with Booth, but Booth stabbed him and 

escaped. After being attended by Doctor Charles Leale and two 

other doctors, Lincoln was taken across the street to Petersen 

House. After remaining in a coma for eight hours, Lincoln died 

at 7:22 am on April 15. Stanton saluted and said, "Now he 

belongs to the ages." Lincoln's body was placed in a flag-

wrapped coffin, which was loaded into a hearse and escorted to 

the White House by Union soldiers. President Johnson was 

sworn in the next morning.  

Two weeks later, Booth was tracked to a farm in Virginia, and 

refusing to surrender, he was mortally shot by Sergeant Boston 

Corbett and died on April 26. Secretary of War Stanton had 

issued orders that Booth be taken alive, so Corbett was 

initially arrested for court martial. After a brief interview, 

Stanton declared him a patriot and dismissed the charge.  

Funeral and burial 

The late President lay in state, first in the East Room of the 

White House, and then in the Capitol Rotunda from April 19 

through April 21. The caskets containing Lincoln's body and 

the body of his son Willie traveled for three weeks on the 

Lincoln Specialfuneral train. The train followed a circuitous 

route from Washington D.C. to Springfield, Illinois, stopping at 

many cities for memorials attended by hundreds of thousands. 

Many others gathered along the tracks as the train passed with 

bands, bonfires, and hymn singing or in silent grief. Poet Walt 

Whitman composed "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd" 
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to eulogize him, one of four poems he wrote about Lincoln. 

African Americans were especially moved; they had lost 'their 

Moses'. In a larger sense, the reaction was in response to the 

deaths of so many men in the war. Historians emphasized the 

widespread shock and sorrow, but noted that some Lincoln 

haters celebrated his death. Lincoln's body was buried at Oak 

Ridge Cemetery in Springfield and now lies within the Lincoln 

Tomb.  

Religious and philosophical beliefs 

As a young man, Lincoln was a religious skeptic. He was deeply 

familiar with the Bible, quoting and praising it. He was private 

about his position on organized religion and respected the 

beliefs of others. He never made a clear profession of Christian 

beliefs. Through his entire public career, Lincoln had a 

proneness for quoting Scripture. His three most famous 

speeches—the House Divided Speech, the Gettysburg Address, 

and his second inaugural—each contain direct allusions to 

Providence and quotes from Scripture.  

In the 1840s, Lincoln subscribed to the Doctrine of Necessity, 

a belief that the human mind was controlled by a higher power. 

With the death of his son Edward in 1850 he more frequently 

expressed a dependence on God. He never joined a church, 

although he frequently attended First Presbyterian Church 

with his wife beginning in 1852.  

In the 1850s, Lincoln asserted his belief in "providence" in a 

general way, and rarely used the language or imagery of the 

evangelicals; he regarded the republicanism of the Founding 

Fathers with an almost religious reverence. The death of son 
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Willie in February 1862 may have caused him to look toward 

religion for solace. After Willie's death, he questioned the 

divine necessity of the war's severity. He wrote at this time 

that God "could have either saved or destroyed the Union 

without a human contest. Yet the contest began. And having 

begun, He could give the final victory to either side any day. 

Yet the contest proceeds."  

Lincoln did believe in an all-powerful God that shaped events 

and by 1865 was expressing those beliefs in major speeches. 

By the end of the war, he increasingly appealed to the Almighty 

for solace and to explain events, writing on April 4, 1864, to a 

newspaper editor in Kentucky:  

I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that 

events have controlled me. Now, at the end of three years 

struggle the nation's condition is not what either party, or any 

man devised, or expected. God alone can claim it. Whither it is 

tending seems plain. If God now wills the removal of a great 

wrong, and wills also that we of the North as well as you of the 

South, shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, 

impartial history will find therein new cause to attest and 

revere the justice and goodness of God. 

This spirituality can best be seen in his second inaugural 

address, considered by some scholars as the greatest such 

address in American history, and by Lincoln himself as his own 

greatest speech, or one of them at the very least. Lincoln 

explains therein the cause, purpose, and result of the war was 

God's will. Later in life, Lincoln's frequent use of religious 

imagery and language might have reflected his own personal 

beliefs and might have been a device to reach his audiences, 
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who were mostly evangelicalProtestants. On the day Lincoln 

was assassinated, he reportedly told his wife he desired to visit 

the Holy Land.  

Health 

Lincoln is believed to have had depression, smallpox, and 

malaria. He took blue mass pills, which contained mercury, to 

treat constipation. It is unknown to what extent he may have 

suffered from mercury poisoning. Several claims have been 

made that Lincoln's health was declining before the 

assassination. These are often based on photographs of Lincoln 

appearing to show weight loss and muscle wasting. It is also 

suspected that he might have had a rare genetic disease such 

as Marfan syndrome or multiple endocrine neoplasia type 2B.  

Legacy 

Republican values 

Lincoln's redefinition of republican values has been stressed by 

historians such as John Patrick Diggins, Harry V. Jaffa, 

Vernon Burton, Eric Foner, and Herman J. Belz. Lincoln called 

the Declaration of Independence—which emphasized freedom 

and equality for all—the "sheet anchor" of republicanism 

beginning in the 1850s. He did this at a time when the 

Constitution, which "tolerated slavery", was the focus of most 

political discourse. Diggins notes, "Lincoln presented 

Americans a theory of history that offers a profound 

contribution to the theory and destiny of republicanism itself" 

in the 1860 Cooper Union speech. Instead of focusing on the 
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legality of an argument, he focused on the moral basis of 

republicanism.  

His position on war was founded on a legal argument regarding 

the Constitution as essentially a contract among the states, 

and all parties must agree to pull out of the contract. 

Furthermore, it was a national duty to ensure the republic 

stands in every state. Many soldiers and religious leaders from 

the north, though, felt the fight for liberty and freedom of 

slaves was ordained by their moral and religious beliefs.  

As a Whig activist, Lincoln was a spokesman for business 

interests, favoring high tariffs, banks, infrastructure 

improvements, and railroads, in opposition to Jacksonian 

democrats. William C. Harris found that Lincoln's "reverence 

for the Founding Fathers, the Constitution, the laws under it, 

and the preservation of the Republic and its institutions 

strengthened his conservatism." James G. Randall emphasizes 

his tolerance and moderation "in his preference for orderly 

progress, his distrust of dangerous agitation, and his 

reluctance toward ill digested schemes of reform." Randall 

concludes that "he was conservative in his complete avoidance 

of that type of so-called 'radicalism' which involved abuse of 

the South, hatred for the slaveholder, thirst for vengeance, 

partisan plotting, and ungenerous demands that Southern 

institutions be transformed overnight by outsiders."  

Reunification of the states 

In Lincoln's first inaugural address, he explored the nature of 

democracy. He denounced secession as anarchy, and explained 

that majority rule had to be balanced by constitutional 
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restraints. He said "A majority held in restraint by 

constitutional checks and limitations, and always changing 

easily with deliberate changes of popular opinions and 

sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free people."  

The successful reunification of the states had consequences for 

how people viewed the country. The term "the United States" 

has historically been used, sometimes in the plural ("these 

United States"), and other times in the singular. The Civil War 

was a significant force in the eventual dominance of the 

singular usage by the end of the 19th century.  

Historical reputation 

In his company, I was never reminded of my humble origin, or 

of my unpopular color. 

• —ˈFrederick Douglass 

In surveys of U.S. scholars ranking presidents conducted since 

1948, the top three presidents are Lincoln, Washington, and 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, although the order varies. Between 

1999 and 2011, Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and Ronald Reagan 

have been the top-ranked presidents in eight surveys, 

according to Gallup. A 2004 study found that scholars in the 

fields of history and politics ranked Lincoln number one, while 

legal scholars placed him second after George Washington.  

Lincoln's assassination left him a national martyr. He was 

viewed by abolitionists as a champion of human liberty. 

Republicans linked Lincoln's name to their party. Many, 

though not all, in the South considered Lincoln as a man of 

outstanding ability. Historians have said he was "a classical 
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liberal" in the 19th-century sense. Allen C. Guelzo states that 

Lincoln was a "classical liberal democrat—an enemy of 

artificial hierarchy, a friend to trade and business as 

ennobling and enabling, and an American counterpart to Mill, 

Cobden, and Bright", whose portrait Lincoln hung in his White 

House office.  

Schwartz argues that Lincoln's American reputation grew 

slowly from the late 19th century until the Progressive Era 

(1900–1920s), when he emerged as one of America's most 

venerated heroes, even among white Southerners. The high 

point came in 1922 with the dedication of the Lincoln Memorial 

on the National Mall in Washington, D.C.  

Union nationalism, as envisioned by Lincoln, "helped lead 

America to the nationalism of Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow 

Wilson, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt." In the New Deal era, 

liberals honored Lincoln not so much as the self-made man or 

the great war president, but as the advocate of the common 

man who they claimed would have supported the welfare state.  

Sociologist Barry Schwartz argues that in the 1930s and 1940s 

the memory of Abraham Lincoln was practically sacred and 

provided the nation with "a moral symbol inspiring and guiding 

American life." During the Great Depression, he argues, 

Lincoln served "as a means for seeing the world's 

disappointments, for making its sufferings not so much 

explicable as meaningful". Franklin D. Roosevelt, preparing 

America for war, used the words of the Civil War president to 

clarify the threat posed by Germany and Japan. Americans 

asked, "What would Lincoln do?" However, Schwartz also finds 

that since World War II Lincoln's symbolic power has lost 
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relevance, and this "fading hero is symptomatic of fading 

confidence in national greatness." He suggested that 

postmodernism and multiculturalism have diluted greatness as 

a concept.  

In the Cold War years, Lincoln's image shifted to a symbol of 

freedom who brought hope to those oppressed by Communist 

regimes. By the late 1960s, some African-American 

intellectuals, led by Lerone Bennett Jr., rejected Lincoln's role 

as the Great Emancipator.  

Bennett won wide attention when he called Lincoln a white 

supremacist in 1968. He noted that Lincoln used ethnic slurs 

and told jokes that ridiculed blacks. Bennett argued that 

Lincoln opposed social equality, and proposed sending freed 

slaves to another country. Defenders, such as authors Dirck 

and Cashin, retorted that he was not as bad as most 

politicians of his day; and that he was a "moral visionary" who 

deftly advanced the abolitionist cause, as fast as politically 

possible. The emphasis shifted away from Lincoln the 

emancipator to an argument that blacks had freed themselves 

from slavery, or at least were responsible for pressuring the 

government on emancipation.  

By the 1970s, Lincoln had become a hero to political 

conservatives, apart from neo-Confederates such as Mel 

Bradford who denounced his treatment of the white South, for 

his intense nationalism, support for business, his insistence 

on stopping the spread of human bondage, his acting in terms 

of Lockean and Burkean principles on behalf of both liberty 

and tradition, and his devotion to the principles of the 

Founding Fathers. Lincoln became a favorite exemplar for 
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liberal intellectuals across the world. Historian Barry Schwartz 

wrote in 2009 that Lincoln's image suffered "erosion, fading 

prestige, benign ridicule" in the late 20th century. On the 

other hand, Donald opined in his 1996 biography that Lincoln 

was distinctly endowed with the personality trait of negative 

capability, defined by the poet John Keats and attributed to 

extraordinary leaders who were "content in the midst of 

uncertainties and doubts, and not compelled toward fact or 

reason".  

In the 21st century, President Barack Obama named Lincoln 

his favorite president and insisted on using the Lincoln Bible 

for his inaugural ceremonies. Lincoln has often been portrayed 

by Hollywood, almost always in a flattering light.  

Memory and memorials 

Lincoln's portrait appears on two denominations of United 

States currency, the penny and the $5 bill. His likeness also 

appears on many postage stamps. While he is usually 

portrayed bearded, he didn't grow a beard until 1860 at the 

suggestion of 11-year-old Grace Bedell. He was the first of 16 

presidents to do so.  

He has been memorialized in many town, city, and county 

names, including the capital of Nebraska. The United States 

NavyNimitz-class aircraft carrierUSS Abraham Lincoln (CVN-72) 

is named after Lincoln, the second Navy ship to bear his name.  

Lincoln Memorial is one of the most visited monuments in the 

nation's capital, and is one of the top five visited National Park 

Service sites in the country. Ford's Theatre, among the top 

sites in Washington, D.C., is across the street from Petersen 
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House (where he died). Memorials in Springfield, Illinois 

include Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum, 

Lincoln's home, as well as his tomb. A portrait carving of 

Lincoln appears with those of three other presidents on Mount 

Rushmore, which receives about 3 million visitors a year.  

  



Chapter 3 

Confederate States of America 

The Confederate States of America (CSA), commonly referred 

to as the Confederate States or the Confederacy, was an 

unrecognizedbreakaway state that existed from February 8, 

1861, to May 9, 1865, and that fought against the United 

States of America during the American Civil War. Eleven states 

with declarations of secession from the Union formed the main 

part of the CSA. They were South Carolina, Mississippi, 

Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, 

Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina. Kentucky and 

Missouri also had declarations of secession and full 

representation in the Confederate Congress during their Union 

army occupation.  

The Confederacy was formed on February 8, 1861 by an initial 

seven slave states: South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, 

Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas. All seven of the states 

were located in the Deep South region of the United States, 

whose economy was heavily dependent upon agriculture—

particularly cotton—and a plantation system that relied upon 

slaves of African descent for labor. Convinced that white 

supremacy and the institution of slavery were threatened by 

the November 1860 election of Republican candidateAbraham 

Lincoln to the U.S. presidency, on a platform which opposed 

the expansion of slavery into the western territories, the 

Confederacy declared its secession from the United States, 

with the loyal states becoming known as the Union during the 

ensuing American Civil War. In a speech known today as the 

Cornerstone Address, Confederate Vice PresidentAlexander H. 
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Stephens described its ideology as centrally based "upon the 

great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that 

slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and 

normal condition".  

Before Lincoln took office on March 4, 1861, a provisional 

Confederate government was established on February 8, 1861. 

It was considered illegal by the United States federal 

government, and many Northerners thought of the 

Confederates as traitors. After war began in April, four slave 

states of the Upper South—Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and 

North Carolina—also joined the Confederacy. The Confederacy 

later accepted the slave states of Missouri and Kentucky as 

members, accepting rump state assembly declarations of 

secession as authorization for full delegations of 

representatives and senators in the Confederate Congress; they 

were never substantially controlled by Confederate forces, 

despite the efforts of Confederate shadow governments, which 

were eventually expelled. The government of the United States 

(the Union) rejected the claims of secession as illegitimate.  

The Civil War began on April 12, 1861, when the Confederates 

attacked Fort Sumter, a Union fort in the harbor of Charleston, 

South Carolina. No foreign government ever recognized the 

Confederacy as an independent country, although Great 

Britain and France granted it belligerent status, which allowed 

Confederate agents to contract with private concerns for arms 

and other supplies.  

In 1865, the Confederacy's civilian government disintegrated in 

a chaotic manner: the Confederate States Congressadjourned 

sine die, effectively ceasing to exist as a legislative body on 
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March 18. After four years of heavy fighting and 620,000–

850,000 military deaths, all Confederate land and naval forces 

either surrendered or otherwise ceased hostilities. The war 

lacked a formal end, with Confederate forces surrendering or 

disbanding sporadically throughout most of 1865. The most 

significant capitulation was Confederate general Robert E. 

Lee's surrender to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox on April 9, 

after which any lingering doubt regarding the war's outcome 

and/or the Confederacy's prospect for survival was 

extinguished, although another sizable force under Confederate 

general Joseph E. Johnston did not formally surrender to 

William T. Sherman until April 26. Contemporaneously, 

President Lincoln had been assassinated by Confederate 

sympathizer John Wilkes Booth on April 15, 1865. Confederate 

President Jefferson Davis's administration declared the 

Confederacy dissolved on May 5 and Davis himself 

acknowledged in later writings that the Confederacy 

"disappeared" in 1865. On May 9, 1865, US president Andrew 

Johnson officially called an end to the armed resistance in the 

South.  

After the war, Confederate states were readmitted to the 

Congress during the Reconstruction era, after each ratified the 

13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution outlawing slavery. 

"Lost Cause" ideology was an idealized view of the Confederacy, 

valiantly fighting for a just cause. It emerged in the decades 

after the war among former Confederate generals and 

politicians, as well as organizations such as the United 

Daughters of the Confederacy and the Sons of Confederate 

Veterans. Particularly intense periods of Lost Cause activity 

developed around the time of World War I, and during the Civil 

Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s in reaction to 
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growing public support for racial equality. Lost Cause 

advocates sought to ensure future generations of Southern 

whites would continue to support white supremacist policies 

such as the Jim Crow laws through activities such as building 

prominent Confederate monuments and writing school history 

textbooks to paint the Confederacy in a favorable light. The 

modern display of Confederate flags primarily started during 

the 1948 presidential election when the battle flag was used by 

the Dixiecrats in opposition to the Civil Rights Movement and 

segregationists continue the practice as a rallying flag for 

demonstrations to the present day.  

Span of control 

On February 22, 1862, the Confederate States Constitution of 

seven state signatories – Mississippi, South Carolina, Florida, 

Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas – replaced the 

Provisional Constitution of February 8, 1861, with one stating 

in its preamble a desire for a "permanent federal government". 

Four additional slave-holding states – Virginia, Arkansas, 

Tennessee, and North Carolina – declared their secession and 

joined the Confederacy following a call by U.S. President 

Abraham Lincoln for troops from each state to recapture 

Sumter and other seized federal properties in the South.  

Missouri and Kentucky were represented by partisan factions 

adopting the forms of state governments without control of 

substantial territory or population in either case. The 

antebellum state governments in both maintained their 

representation in the Union. Also fighting for the Confederacy 

were two of the "Five Civilized Tribes" – the Choctaw and the 

Chickasaw – in Indian Territory and a new, but uncontrolled, 
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Confederate Territory of Arizona. Efforts by certain factions in 

Maryland to secede were halted by federal imposition of martial 

law; Delaware, though of divided loyalty, did not attempt it. A 

Unionist government was formed in opposition to the 

secessionist state government in Richmond and administered 

the western parts of Virginia that had been occupied by 

Federal troops. The Restored Government of Virginia later 

recognized the new state of West Virginia, which was admitted 

to the Union during the war on June 20, 1863, and relocated 

to Alexandria for the rest of the war.  

Confederate control over its claimed territory and population in 

congressional districts steadily shrank from three-quarters to a 

third during the American Civil War due to the Union's 

successful overland campaigns, its control of inland waterways 

into the South, and its blockadeof the southern coast. With the 

Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, the Union 

made abolition of slavery a war goal (in addition to reunion). 

As Union forces moved southward, large numbers of plantation 

slaves were freed. Many joined the Union lines, enrolling in 

service as soldiers, teamsters and laborers. The most notable 

advance was Sherman's "March to the Sea" in late 1864. Much 

of the Confederacy's infrastructure was destroyed, including 

telegraphs, railroads and bridges. Plantations in the path of 

Sherman's forces were severely damaged. Internal movement 

within the Confederacy became increasingly difficult, 

weakening its economy and limiting army mobility.  

These losses created an insurmountable disadvantage in men, 

materiel, and finance. Public support for Confederate President 

Jefferson Davis's administration eroded over time due to 

repeated military reverses, economic hardships, and 
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allegations of autocratic government. After four years of 

campaigning, Richmond was captured by Union forces in April 

1865. A few days later General Robert E. Lee surrendered to 

Union General Ulysses S. Grant, effectively signalling the 

collapse of the Confederacy. President Davis was captured on 

May 10, 1865, and jailed for treason, but no trial was ever 

held.  

History 

The Confederacy was established in the Montgomery 

Convention in February 1861 by seven states (South Carolina, 

Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, adding 

Texas in March before Lincoln's inauguration), expanded in 

May–July 1861 (with Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, North 

Carolina), and disintegrated in April–May 1865. It was formed 

by delegations from seven slave states of the Lower South that 

had proclaimed their secession from the Union. After the 

fighting began in April, four additional slave states seceded 

and were admitted. Later, two slave states (Missouri and 

Kentucky) and two territories were given seats in the 

Confederate Congress.  

Southern nationalism was swelling and pride supported the 

new founding. Confederate nationalism prepared men to fight 

for "the Cause". For the duration of its existence, the 

Confederacy underwent trial by war. The "Southern Cause" 

transcended the ideology of states' rights, tariff policy, and 

internal improvements. This "Cause" supported, or derived 

from, cultural and financial dependence on the South's 

slavery-based economy. The convergence of race and slavery, 

politics, and economics raised almost all South-related policy 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

73 

questions to the status of moral questions over way of life, 

commingling love of things Southern and hatred of things 

Northern. Not only did national political parties split, but 

national churches and interstate families as well divided along 

sectional lines as the war approached. According to historian 

John M. Coski,  

The statesmen who led the secession movement were 

unashamed to explicitly cite the defense of slavery as their 

prime motive ... Acknowledging the centrality of slavery to the 

Confederacy is essential for understanding the Confederate. 

Southern Democrats had chosen John Breckinridge as their 

candidate during the U.S. presidential election of 1860, but in 

no Southern state (other than South Carolina, where the 

legislature chose the electors) was support for him unanimous; 

all the other states recorded at least some popular votes for 

one or more of the other three candidates (Abraham Lincoln, 

Stephen A. Douglas and John Bell). Support for these 

candidates, collectively, ranged from significant to an outright 

majority, with extremes running from 25% in Texas to 81% in 

Missouri. There were minority views everywhere, especially in 

the upland and plateau areas of the South, being particularly 

concentrated in western Virginia and eastern Tennessee.  

Following South Carolina's unanimous 1860 secession vote, no 

other Southern states considered the question until 1861, and 

when they did none had a unanimous vote. All had residents 

who cast significant numbers of Unionist votes in either the 

legislature, conventions, popular referendums, or in all three. 

Voting to remain in the Union did not necessarily mean that 

individuals were sympathizers with the North. Once hostilities 
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began, many of these who voted to remain in the Union, 

particularly in the Deep South, accepted the majority decision, 

and supported the Confederacy.  

Many writers have evaluated the Civil War as an American 

tragedy—a "Brothers' War", pitting "brother against brother, 

father against son, kin against kin of every degree".  

A revolution in disunion 

According to historian Avery O. Craven in 1950, the 

Confederate States of America nation, as a state power, was 

created by secessionists in Southern slave states, who believed 

that the federal government was making them second-class 

citizens and refused to honor their belief – that slavery was 

beneficial to the Negro. They judged the agents of change to be 

abolitionists and anti-slavery elements in the Republican 

Party, whom they believed used repeated insult and injury to 

subject them to intolerable "humiliation and degradation". The 

"Black Republicans" (as the Southerners called them) and their 

allies soon dominated the U.S. House, Senate, and Presidency. 

On the U.S. Supreme Court, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney (a 

presumed supporter of slavery) was 83 years old and ailing.  

During the campaign for president in 1860, some secessionists 

threatened disunion should Lincoln (who opposed the 

expansion of slavery into the territories) be elected, including 

William L. Yancey. Yancey toured the North calling for 

secession as Stephen A. Douglas toured the South calling for 

union if Lincoln was elected. To the secessionists the 

Republican intent was clear: to contain slavery within its 

present bounds and, eventually, to eliminate it entirely. A 
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Lincoln victory presented them with a momentous choice (as 

they saw it), even before his inauguration – "the Union without 

slavery, or slavery without the Union".  

Causes of secession 

The immediate catalyst for secession was the victory of the 

Republican Party and the election of Abraham Lincoln as 

president in the 1860 elections. American Civil War historian 

James M. McPherson suggested that, for Southerners, the most 

ominous feature of the Republican victories in the 

congressional and presidential elections of 1860 was the 

magnitude of those victories: Republicans captured over 60 

percent of the Northern vote and three-fourths of its 

Congressional delegations. The Southern press said that such 

Republicans represented the anti-slavery portion of the North, 

"a party founded on the single sentiment ... of hatred of 

African slavery", and now the controlling power in national 

affairs. The "Black Republican party" could overwhelm 

conservative Yankees. The New Orleans Delta said of the 

Republicans, "It is in fact, essentially, a revolutionary party" to 

overthrow slavery.  

By 1860, sectional disagreements between North and South 

concerned primarily the maintenance or expansion of slavery 

in the United States. Historian Drew Gilpin Faust observed 

that "leaders of the secession movement across the South cited 

slavery as the most compelling reason for southern 

independence". Although most white Southerners did not own 

slaves, the majority supported the institution of slavery and 

benefited indirectly from the slave society. For struggling 

yeomen and subsistence farmers, the slave society provided a 
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large class of people ranked lower in the social scale than 

themselves. Secondary differences related to issues of free 

speech, runaway slaves, expansion into Cuba, and states' 

rights.  

Historian Emory Thomas assessed the Confederacy's self-image 

by studying correspondence sent by the Confederate 

government in 1861–62 to foreign governments. He found that 

Confederate diplomacy projected multiple contradictory self-

images:  

The Southern nation was by turns a guileless people attacked 

by a voracious neighbor, an 'established' nation in some 

temporary difficulty, a collection of bucolic aristocrats making 

a romantic stand against the banalities of industrial 

democracy, a cabal of commercial farmers seeking to make a 

pawn of King Cotton, an apotheosis of nineteenth-century 

nationalism and revolutionary liberalism, or the ultimate 

statement of social and economic reaction. 

In what later became known as the Cornerstone Speech, 

Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens declared 

that the "cornerstone" of the new government "rest[ed] upon 

the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; 

that slavery – subordination to the superior race – is his 

natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is 

the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great 

physical, philosophical, and moral truth". After the war 

Stephens tried to qualify his remarks, claiming they were 

extemporaneous, metaphorical, and intended to refer to public 

sentiment rather than "the principles of the new Government 

on this subject".  



United States: 1815–1870 

 

77 

Four of the seceding states, the Deep South states of South 

Carolina, Mississippi, Georgia, and Texas, issued formal 

declarations of the causes of their decision; each identified the 

threat to slaveholders' rights as the cause of, or a major cause 

of, secession. Georgia also claimed a general Federal policy of 

favoring Northern over Southern economic interests. Texas 

mentioned slavery 21 times, but also listed the failure of the 

federal government to live up to its obligations, in the original 

annexation agreement, to protect settlers along the exposed 

western frontier. Texas resolutions further stated that 

governments of the states and the nation were established 

"exclusively by the white race, for themselves and their 

posterity". They also stated that although equal civil and 

political rights applied to all white men, they did not apply to 

those of the "African race", further opining that the end of 

racial enslavement would "bring inevitable calamities upon 

both [races] and desolation upon the fifteen slave-holding 

states".  

Alabama did not provide a separate declaration of causes. 

Instead, the Alabama ordinance stated "the election of 

Abraham Lincoln ... by a sectional party, avowedly hostile to 

the domestic institutions and to the peace and security of the 

people of the State of Alabama, preceded by many and 

dangerous infractions of the Constitution of the United States 

by many of the States and people of the northern section, is a 

political wrong of so insulting and menacing a character as to 

justify the people of the State of Alabama in the adoption of 

prompt and decided measures for their future peace and 

security". The ordinance invited "the slaveholding States of the 

South, who may approve such purpose, in order to frame a 

provisional as well as a permanent Government upon the 
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principles of the Constitution of the United States" to 

participate in a February 4, 1861 convention in Montgomery, 

Alabama.  

The secession ordinances of the remaining two states, Florida 

and Louisiana, simply declared their severing ties with the 

federal Union, without stating any causes. Afterward, the 

Florida secession convention formed a committee to draft a 

declaration of causes, but the committee was discharged before 

completion of the task. Only an undated, untitled draft 

remains.  

Four of the Upper South states (Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, 

and North Carolina) rejected secession until after the clash at 

Ft. Sumter. Virginia's ordinance stated a kinship with the 

slave-holding states of the Lower South, but did not name the 

institution itself as a primary reason for its course.  

Arkansas's secession ordinance encompassed a strong 

objection to the use of military force to preserve the Union as 

its motivating reason. Before the outbreak of war, the Arkansas 

Convention had on March 20 given as their first resolution: 

"The people of the Northern States have organized a political 

party, purely sectional in its character, the central and 

controlling idea of which is hostility to the institution of 

African slavery, as it exists in the Southern States; and that 

party has elected a President ... pledged to administer the 

Government upon principles inconsistent with the rights and 

subversive of the interests of the Southern States."  

North Carolina and Tennessee limited their ordinances to 

simply withdrawing, although Tennessee went so far as to 

make clear they wished to make no comment at all on the 
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"abstract doctrine of secession". In a message to the 

Confederate Congress on April 29, 1861 Jefferson Davis cited 

both the tariff and slavery for the South's secession.  

Secessionists and conventions 

The pro-slavery "Fire-Eaters" group of Southern Democrats, 

calling for immediate secession, were opposed by two factions. 

"Cooperationists" in the Deep South would delay secession 

until several states left the union, perhaps in a Southern 

Convention. Under the influence of men such as Texas 

Governor Sam Houston, delay would have the effect of 

sustaining the Union. "Unionists", especially in the Border 

South, often former Whigs, appealed to sentimental attachment 

to the United States. Southern Unionists' favorite presidential 

candidate was John Bell of Tennessee, sometimes running 

under an "Opposition Party" banner.  

Many secessionists were active politically. Governor William 

Henry Gist of South Carolina corresponded secretly with other 

Deep South governors, and most southern governors exchanged 

clandestine commissioners. Charleston's secessionist "1860 

Association" published over 200,000 pamphlets to persuade 

the youth of the South. The most influential were: "The Doom 

of Slavery" and "The South Alone Should Govern the South", 

both by John Townsend of South Carolina; and James D. B. De 

Bow's "The Interest of Slavery of the Southern Non-

slaveholder".  

Developments in South Carolina started a chain of events. The 

foreman of a jury refused the legitimacy of federal courts, so 

Federal Judge Andrew Magrath ruled that U.S. judicial 
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authority in South Carolina was vacated. A mass meeting in 

Charleston celebrating the Charleston and Savannah railroad 

and state cooperation led to the South Carolina legislature to 

call for a Secession Convention. U.S. Senator James Chesnut, 

Jr. resigned, as did Senator James Henry Hammond.  

Elections for Secessionist conventions were heated to "an 

almost raving pitch, no one dared dissent", according to 

historian William W. Freehling. Even once–respected voices, 

including the Chief Justice of South Carolina, John Belton 

O'Neall, lost election to the Secession Convention on a 

Cooperationist ticket. Across the South mobs expelled Yankees 

and (in Texas) executed German-Americans suspected of 

loyalty to the United States. Generally, seceding conventions 

which followed did not call for a referendum to ratify, although 

Texas, Arkansas, and Tennessee did, as well as Virginia's 

second convention. Kentucky declared neutrality, while 

Missouri had its own civil war until the Unionists took power 

and drove the Confederate legislators out of the state.  

Attempts to thwart secession 

In the antebellum months, the Corwin Amendment was an 

unsuccessful attempt by the Congress to bring the seceding 

states back to the Union and to convince the border slave 

states to remain.  

It was a proposed amendment to the United States 

Constitution by Ohio Congressman Thomas Corwin that would 

shield "domestic institutions" of the states (which in 1861 

included slavery) from the constitutional amendment process 

and from abolition or interference by Congress.  
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It was passed by the 36th Congress on March 2, 1861. The 

House approved it by a vote of 133 to 65 and the United States 

Senate adopted it, with no changes, on a vote of 24 to 12. It 

was then submitted to the state legislatures for ratification. In 

his inaugural address Lincoln endorsed the proposed 

amendment.  

The text was as follows:  

No amendment shall be made to the Constitution which will 

authorize or give to Congress the power to abolish or interfere, 

within any State, with the domestic institutions thereof, 

including that of persons held to labor or service by the laws of 

said State. 

Had it been ratified by the required number of states prior to 

1865, it would have made institutionalized slavery immune to 

the constitutional amendment procedures and to interference 

by Congress.  

Inauguration and response 

The first secession state conventions from the Deep South sent 

representatives to meet at the Montgomery Convention in 

Montgomery, Alabama, on February 4, 1861. There the 

fundamental documents of government were promulgated, a 

provisional government was established, and a representative 

Congress met for the Confederate States of America.  

The new 'provisional' Confederate President Jefferson Davis 

issued a call for 100,000 men from the various states' militias 

to defend the newly formed Confederacy. All Federal property 

was seized, along with gold bullion and coining dies at the U.S. 
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mints in Charlotte, North Carolina; Dahlonega, Georgia; and 

New Orleans. The Confederate capital was moved from 

Montgomery to Richmond, Virginia, in May 1861. On February 

22, 1862, Davis was inaugurated as president with a term of 

six years.  

The newly inaugurated Confederate administration pursued a 

policy of national territorial integrity, continuing earlier state 

efforts in 1860 and early 1861 to remove U.S. government 

presence from within their boundaries. These efforts included 

taking possession of U.S. courts, custom houses, post offices, 

and most notably, arsenals and forts. But after the 

Confederate attack and capture of Fort Sumter in April 1861, 

Lincoln called up 75,000 of the states' militia to muster under 

his command. The stated purpose was to re-occupy U.S. 

properties throughout the South, as the U.S. Congress had not 

authorized their abandonment. The resistance at Fort Sumter 

signaled his change of policy from that of the Buchanan 

Administration. Lincoln's response ignited a firestorm of 

emotion. The people of both North and South demanded war, 

and young men rushed to their colors in the hundreds of 

thousands. Four more states (Virginia, North Carolina, 

Tennessee, and Arkansas) refused Lincoln's call for troops and 

declared secession, while Kentucky maintained an uneasy 

"neutrality".  

Secession 

Secessionists argued that the United States Constitution was a 

contract among sovereign states that could be abandoned at 

any time without consultation and that each state had a right 

to secede. After intense debates and statewide votes, seven 
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Deep South cotton states passed secession ordinances by 

February 1861 (before Abraham Lincoln took office as 

president), while secession efforts failed in the other eight 

slave states. Delegates from those seven formed the CSA in 

February 1861, selecting Jefferson Davis as the provisional 

president. Unionist talk of reunion failed and Davis began 

raising a 100,000 man army.  

States 

Initially, some secessionists may have hoped for a peaceful 

departure. Moderates in the Confederate Constitutional 

Convention included a provision against importation of slaves 

from Africa to appeal to the Upper South. Non-slave states 

might join, but the radicals secured a two-thirds requirement 

in both houses of Congress to accept them.  

Seven states declared their secession from the United States 

before Lincoln took office on March 4, 1861. After the 

Confederate attack on Fort Sumter April 12, 1861, and 

Lincoln's subsequent call for troops on April 15, four more 

states declared their secession:  

Kentucky declared neutrality but after Confederate troops 

moved in, the state government asked for Union troops to drive 

them out. The splinter Confederate state government relocated 

to accompany western Confederate armies and never controlled 

the state population. By the end of the war, 90,000 

Kentuckians had fought on the side of the Union, compared to 

35,000 for the Confederate States.  

In Missouri, a constitutional convention was approved and 

delegates elected by voters. The convention rejected secession 
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89–1 on March 19, 1861. The governor maneuvered to take 

control of the St. Louis Arsenal and restrict Federal 

movements. This led to confrontation, and in June Federal 

forces drove him and the General Assembly from Jefferson 

City. The executive committee of the constitutional convention 

called the members together in July. The convention declared 

the state offices vacant, and appointed a Unionist interim state 

government. The exiled governor called a rump session of the 

former General Assembly together in Neosho and, on October 

31, 1861, passed an ordinance of secession. It is still a matter 

of debate as to whether a quorum existed for this vote. The 

Confederate state government was unable to control very much 

Missouri territory. It had its capital first at Neosho, then at 

Cassville, before being driven out of the state. For the 

remainder of the war, it operated as a government in exile at 

Marshall, Texas.  

Neither Kentucky nor Missouri was declared in rebellion in 

Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation. The Confederacy 

recognized the pro-Confederate claimants in both Kentucky 

(December 10, 1861) and Missouri (November 28, 1861) and 

laid claim to those states, granting them Congressional 

representation and adding two stars to the Confederate flag. 

Voting for the representatives was mostly done by Confederate 

soldiers from Kentucky and Missouri.  

The order of secession resolutions and dates are:  

• 1. South Carolina (December 20, 1860) 

• 2. Mississippi (January 9, 1861) 

• 3. Florida (January 10) 

• 4. Alabama (January 11) 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

85 

• 5. Georgia (January 19) 

• 6. Louisiana (January 26) 

• 7. Texas (February 1; referendum February 23)  

• Inauguration of President Lincoln, March 4 

• Bombardment of Fort Sumter (April 12) and 

President Lincoln's call-up (April 15) 

• 8. Virginia (April 17; referendum May 23, 1861) 

• 9. Arkansas (May 6) 

• 10. Tennessee (May 7; referendum June 8) 

• 11. North Carolina (May 20) 

In Virginia, the populous counties along the Ohio and 

Pennsylvania borders rejected the Confederacy. Unionists held 

a Convention in Wheeling in June 1861, establishing a 

"restored government" with a rump legislature, but sentiment 

in the region remained deeply divided. In the 50 counties that 

would make up the state of West Virginia, voters from 24 

counties had voted for disunion in Virginia's May 23 

referendum on the ordinance of secession. In the 1860 

Presidential election "Constitutional Democrat" Breckenridge 

had outpolled "Constitutional Unionist" Bell in the 50 counties 

by 1,900 votes, 44% to 42%. Regardless of scholarly disputes 

over election procedures and results county by county, 

altogether they simultaneously supplied over 20,000 soldiers to 

each side of the conflict. Representatives for most of the 

counties were seated in both state legislatures at Wheeling and 

at Richmond for the duration of the war.  

Attempts to secede from the Confederacy by some counties in 

East Tennessee were checked by martial law. Although slave-

holding Delaware and Maryland did not secede, citizens from 

those states exhibited divided loyalties. Regiments of 
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Marylanders fought in Lee's Army of Northern Virginia. But 

overall, 24,000 men from Maryland joined the Confederate 

armed forces, compared to 63,000 who joined Union forces.  

Delaware never produced a full regiment for the Confederacy, 

but neither did it emancipate slaves as did Missouri and West 

Virginia. District of Columbia citizens made no attempts to 

secede and through the war years, referendums sponsored by 

President Lincoln approved systems of compensated 

emancipation and slave confiscation from "disloyal citizens".  

Territories 

Citizens at Mesilla and Tucson in the southern part of New 

Mexico Territory formed a secession convention, which voted to 

join the Confederacy on March 16, 1861, and appointed Dr. 

Lewis S. Owings as the new territorial governor. They won the 

Battle of Mesilla and established a territorial government with 

Mesilla serving as its capital. The Confederacy proclaimed the 

Confederate Arizona Territory on February 14, 1862, north to 

the 34th parallel. Marcus H. MacWillie served in both 

Confederate Congresses as Arizona's delegate. In 1862 the 

Confederate New Mexico Campaign to take the northern half of 

the U.S. territory failed and the Confederate territorial 

government in exile relocated to San Antonio, Texas.  

Confederate supporters in the trans-Mississippi west also 

claimed portions of the Indian Territory after the United States 

evacuated the federal forts and installations. Over half of the 

American Indian troops participating in the Civil War from the 

Indian Territory supported the Confederacy; troops and one 

general were enlisted from each tribe. On July 12, 1861, the 
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Confederate government signed a treaty with both the Choctaw 

and Chickasaw Indian nations. After several battles Union 

armies took control of the territory.  

The Indian Territory never formally joined the Confederacy, but 

it did receive representation in the Confederate Congress. 

Many Indians from the Territory were integrated into regular 

Confederate Army units. After 1863 the tribal governments 

sent representatives to the Confederate Congress: Elias 

Cornelius Boudinot representing the Cherokee and Samuel 

Benton Callahan representing the Seminole and Creek people. 

The Cherokee Nation aligned with the Confederacy. They 

practiced and supported slavery, opposed abolition, and feared 

their lands would be seized by the Union. After the war, the 

Indian territory was disestablished, their black slaves were 

freed, and the tribes lost some of their lands.  

Capitals 

Montgomery, Alabama, served as the capital of the Confederate 

States of America from February 4 until May 29, 1861, in the 

Alabama State Capitol. Six states created the Confederate 

States of America there on February 8, 1861. The Texas 

delegation was seated at the time, so it is counted in the 

"original seven" states of the Confederacy; it had no roll call 

vote until after its referendum made secession "operative". Two 

sessions of the Provisional Congress were held in Montgomery, 

adjourning May 21. The Permanent Constitution was adopted 

there on March 12, 1861.  

The permanent capital provided for in the Confederate 

Constitution called for a state cession of a ten-miles square 
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(100 square mile) district to the central government. Atlanta, 

which had not yet supplanted Milledgeville, Georgia, as its 

state capital, put in a bid noting its central location and rail 

connections, as did Opelika, Alabama, noting its strategically 

interior situation, rail connections and nearby deposits of coal 

and iron.  

Richmond, Virginia, was chosen for the interim capital at the 

Virginia State Capitol. The move was used by Vice President 

Stephens and others to encourage other border states to follow 

Virginia into the Confederacy. In the political moment it was a 

show of "defiance and strength". The war for Southern 

independence was surely to be fought in Virginia, but it also 

had the largest Southern military-aged white population, with 

infrastructure, resources, and supplies required to sustain a 

war. The Davis Administration's policy was that, "It must be 

held at all hazards."  

The naming of Richmond as the new capital took place on May 

30, 1861, and the last two sessions of the Provisional Congress 

were held in the new capital. The Permanent Confederate 

Congress and President were elected in the states and army 

camps on November 6, 1861. The First Congress met in four 

sessions in Richmond from February 18, 1862, to February 17, 

1864. The Second Congress met there in two sessions, from 

May 2, 1864, to March 18, 1865.  

As war dragged on, Richmond became crowded with training 

and transfers, logistics and hospitals. Prices rose dramatically 

despite government efforts at price regulation. A movement in 

Congress led by Henry S. Foote of Tennessee argued for moving 

the capital from Richmond. At the approach of Federal armies 
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in mid-1862, the government's archives were readied for 

removal. As the Wilderness Campaign progressed, Congress 

authorized Davis to remove the executive department and call 

Congress to session elsewhere in 1864 and again in 1865. 

Shortly before the end of the war, the Confederate government 

evacuated Richmond, planning to relocate farther south. Little 

came of these plans before Lee's surrender at Appomattox 

Court House, Virginia on April 9, 1865. Davis and most of his 

cabinet fled to Danville, Virginia, which served as their 

headquarters for eight days.  

Unionism 

Unionism—opposition to the Confederacy—was widespread, 

especially in the mountain regions of Appalachia and the 

Ozarks. Unionists, led by Parson Brownlow and Senator 

Andrew Johnson, took control of eastern Tennessee in 1863. 

Unionists also attempted control over western Virginia but 

never effectively held more than half the counties that formed 

the new state of West Virginia. Union forces captured parts of 

coastal North Carolina, and at first were welcomed by local 

unionists. That changed as the occupiers became perceived as 

oppressive, callous, radical and favorable to the Freedmen. 

Occupiers pillaged, freed slaves, and evicted those who refused 

to swear loyalty oaths to the Union.  

Support for the Confederacy was perhaps weakest in Texas; 

Claude Elliott estimates that only a third of the population 

actively supported the Confederacy. Many Unionists supported 

the Confederacy after the war began, but many others clung to 

their Unionism throughout the war, especially in the northern 

counties, the German districts, and the Mexican areas. 
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According to Ernest Wallace: "This account of a dissatisfied 

Unionist minority, although historically essential, must be 

kept in its proper perspective, for throughout the war the 

overwhelming majority of the people zealously supported the 

Confederacy ..." Randolph B. Campbell states, "In spite of 

terrible losses and hardships, most Texans continued 

throughout the war to support the Confederacy as they had 

supported secession". Dale Baum in his analysis of Texas 

politics in the era counters: "This idea of a Confederate Texas 

united politically against northern adversaries was shaped 

more by nostalgic fantasies than by wartime realities." He 

characterizes Texas Civil War history as "a morose story of 

intragovernmental rivalries coupled with wide-ranging 

disaffection that prevented effective implementation of state 

wartime policies".  

In Texas, local officials harassed and murdered Unionists and 

Germans. In Cooke County, 150 suspected Unionists were 

arrested; 25 were lynched without trial and 40 more were 

hanged after a summary trial. Draft resistance was widespread 

especially among Texans of German or Mexican descent; many 

of the latter went to Mexico. Confederate officials hunted down 

and killed potential draftees who had gone into hiding.  

Civil liberties were of small concern in both the North and 

South. Lincoln and Davis both took a hard line against dissent. 

Neely explores how the Confederacy became a virtual police 

state with guards and patrols all about, and a domestic 

passport system whereby everyone needed official permission 

each time they wanted to travel. Over 4,000 suspected 

Unionists were imprisoned without trial.  
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Diplomacy 

United States, a foreign power 

During the four years of its existence under trial by war, the 

Confederate States of America asserted its independence and 

appointed dozens of diplomatic agents abroad. None were ever 

officially recognized by a foreign government. The United 

States government regarded the Southern states as being in 

rebellion or insurrection and so refused any formal recognition 

of their status.  

Even before Fort Sumter, U.S. Secretary of State William H. 

Seward issued formal instructions to the American minister to 

Britain, Charles Francis Adams:  

[Make] no expressions of harshness or disrespect, or even 

impatience concerning the seceding States, their agents, or 

their people, [those States] must always continue to be, equal 

and honored members of this Federal Union, [their citizens] 

still are and always must be our kindred and countrymen. 

Seward instructed Adams that if the British government 

seemed inclined to recognize the Confederacy, or even waver in 

that regard, it was to receive a sharp warning, with a strong 

hint of war:  

[if Britain is] tolerating the application of the so-called 

seceding States, or wavering about it, [they cannot] remain 

friends with the United States ... if they determine to recognize 

[the Confederacy], [Britain] may at the same time prepare to 

enter into alliance with the enemies of this republic. 
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The United States government never declared war on those 

"kindred and countrymen" in the Confederacy, but conducted 

its military efforts beginning with a presidential proclamation 

issued April 15, 1861. It called for troops to recapture forts 

and suppress what Lincoln later called an "insurrection and 

rebellion".  

Mid-war parleys between the two sides occurred without formal 

political recognition, though the laws of war predominantly 

governed military relationships on both sides of uniformed 

conflict.  

On the part of the Confederacy, immediately following Fort 

Sumter the Confederate Congress proclaimed that "war exists 

between the Confederate States and the Government of the 

United States, and the States and Territories thereof".  

A state of war was not to formally exist between the 

Confederacy and those states and territories in the United 

States allowing slavery, although Confederate Rangers were 

compensated for destruction they could effect there throughout 

the war.  

Concerning the international status and nationhood of the 

Confederate States of America, in 1869 the United States 

Supreme Court in Texas v. White, 74U.S. (7 Wall.) 700 (1869) 

ruled Texas' declaration of secession was legally null and void. 

Jefferson Davis, former President of the Confederacy, and 

Alexander H. Stephens, its former vice-president, both wrote 

postwar arguments in favor of secession's legality and the 

international legitimacy of the Government of the Confederate 

States of America, most notably Davis' The Rise and Fall of the 

Confederate Government.  
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International diplomacy 

The Confederacy's biggest foreign policy successes were with 

Spain's Caribbean colonies and Brazil, the "peoples most 

identical to us in Institutions", in which slavery remained legal 

until the 1880s. The Captain–General of Cuba declared in 

writing that Confederate ships were welcome, and would be 

protected in Cuban ports. They were also welcome in Brazilian 

ports; slavery was legal throughout Brazil, and the abolitionist 

movement was small. After the end of the war, Brazil was the 

primary destination of those Southerners who wanted to 

continue living in a slave society, where, as one immigrant 

remarked, slaves were cheap (see Confederados).  

However, militarily this meant little. Once war with the United 

States began, the Confederacy pinned its hopes for survival on 

military intervention by Great Britain and/or France. The 

Confederate government sent James M. Mason to London and 

John Slidell to Paris. On their way to Europe in 1861, the U.S. 

Navy intercepted their ship, the Trent, and forcibly detained 

them in Boston, an international episode known as the Trent 

Affair. The diplomats were eventually released and continued 

their voyage to Europe. However, their diplomacy was 

unsuccessful; historians give them low marks for their poor 

diplomacy. Neither secured diplomatic recognition for the 

Confederacy, much less military assistance.  

The Confederates who had believed that "cotton is king", that 

is, that Britain had to support the Confederacy to obtain 

cotton, proved mistaken. The British had stocks to last over a 

year and had been developing alternative sources of cotton, 

most notably India and Egypt. Britain had so much cotton that 
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it was exporting some to France. England was not about to go 

to war with the U.S. to acquire more cotton at the risk of losing 

the large quantities of food imported from the North.  

Aside from the purely economic questions, there was also the 

clamorous ethical debate. Great Britain took pride in being a 

leader in suppressing slavery, ending it in its empire in 1833, 

and the end of the Atlantic slave trade was enforced by British 

vessels. Confederate diplomats found little support for 

American slavery, cotton trade or no. 

A series of slave narratives about American slavery was being 

published in London. It was in London that the first World 

Anti-Slavery Convention had been held in 1840; it was followed 

by regular smaller conferences. A string of eloquent and 

sometimes well-educated Negro abolitionist speakers criss-

crossed not just England but Scotland and Ireland as well. In 

addition to exposing the reality of America's shameful and 

sinful chattel slavery—some were fugitive slaves—they rebutted 

the Confederate position that negroes were "unintellectual, 

timid, and dependant", and "not equal to the white man...the 

superior race," as it was put by Confederate Vice-President 

Alexander H. Stephens in his famous Cornerstone Speech. 

Frederick Douglass, Henry Highland Garnet, Sarah Parker 

Remond, her brother Charles Lenox Remond, James W. C. 

Pennington, Martin Delany, Samuel Ringgold Ward, and 

William G. Allen all spent years in Britain, where fugitive 

slaves were safe and, as Allen said, there was an "absence of 

prejudice against color. Here the colored man feels himself 

among friends, and not among enemies". One speaker alone, 

William Wells Brown, gave more than 1,000 lectures on the 

shame of American chattel slavery.  
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Throughout the early years of the war, British foreign secretary 

Lord John Russell, Emperor Napoleon III of France, and, to a 

lesser extent, British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston, showed 

interest in recognition of the Confederacy or at least mediation 

of the war. British Chancellor of the ExchequerWilliam Ewart 

Gladstone, convinced of the necessity of intervention on the 

Confederate side based on the successful diplomatic 

intervention in Second Italian War of Independence against 

Austria, attempted unsuccessfully to convince Lord Palmerston 

to intervene. By September 1862 the Union victory at the 

Battle of Antietam, Lincoln's preliminary Emancipation 

Proclamation and abolitionist opposition in Britain put an end 

to these possibilities. The cost to Britain of a war with the U.S. 

would have been high: the immediate loss of American grain-

shipments, the end of British exports to the U.S., and the 

seizure of billions of pounds invested in American securities. 

War would have meant higher taxes in Britain, another 

invasion of Canada, and full-scale worldwide attacks on the 

British merchant fleet. Outright recognition would have meant 

certain war with the United States; in mid-1862 fears of race 

war (as had transpired in the Haitian Revolution of 1791–1804) 

led to the British considering intervention for humanitarian 

reasons. Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation did not lead to 

interracial violence, let alone a bloodbath, but it did give the 

friends of the Union strong talking points in the arguments 

that raged across Britain.  

John Slidell, the Confederate States emissary to France, did 

succeed in negotiating a loan of $15,000,000 from Erlanger 

and other French capitalists. The money went to buy ironclad 

warships, as well as military supplies that came in with 

blockade runners. The British government did allow the 
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construction of blockade runners in Britain; they were owned 

and operated by British financiers and ship owners; a few were 

owned and operated by the Confederacy. The British investors' 

goal was to get highly profitable cotton.  

Several European nations maintained diplomats in place who 

had been appointed to the U.S., but no country appointed any 

diplomat to the Confederacy. Those nations recognized the 

Union and Confederate sides as belligerents. In 1863 the 

Confederacy expelled European diplomatic missions for 

advising their resident subjects to refuse to serve in the 

Confederate army. Both Confederate and Union agents were 

allowed to work openly in British territories. Some state 

governments in northern Mexico negotiated local agreements to 

cover trade on the Texas border. The Confederacy appointed 

Ambrose Dudley Mann as special agent to the Holy See on 

September 24, 1863. But the Holy See never released a formal 

statement supporting or recognizing the Confederacy. In 

November 1863, Mann met Pope Pius IX in person and received 

a letter supposedly addressed "to the Illustrious and Honorable 

Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States of 

America"; Mann had mistranslated the address. In his report to 

Richmond, Mann claimed a great diplomatic achievement for 

himself, asserting the letter was "a positive recognition of our 

Government". The letter was indeed used in propaganda, but 

Confederate Secretary of State Judah P. Benjamin told Mann it 

was "a mere inferential recognition, unconnected with political 

action or the regular establishment of diplomatic relations" 

and thus did not assign it the weight of formal recognition.  

Nevertheless, the Confederacy was seen internationally as a 

serious attempt at nationhood, and European governments 
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sent military observers, both official and unofficial, to assess 

whether there had been a de facto establishment of 

independence. These observers included Arthur Lyon 

Fremantle of the British Coldstream Guards, who entered the 

Confederacy via Mexico, Fitzgerald Ross of the Austrian 

Hussars, and Justus Scheibert of the Prussian Army. European 

travelers visited and wrote accounts for publication. 

Importantly in 1862, the Frenchman Charles Girard's Seven 

months in the rebel states during the North American War 

testified "this government ... is no longer a trial government ... 

but really a normal government, the expression of popular 

will". Fremantle went on to write in his book Three Months in 

the Southern States that he had  

not attempted to conceal any of the peculiarities or defects of 

the Southern people. Many persons will doubtless highly 

disapprove of some of their customs and habits in the wilder 

portion of the country; but I think no generous man, whatever 

may be his political opinions, can do otherwise than admire 

the courage, energy, and patriotism of the whole population, 

and the skill of its leaders, in this struggle against great odds. 

And I am also of opinion that many will agree with me in 

thinking that a people in which all ranks and both sexes 

display a unanimity and a heroism which can never have been 

surpassed in the history of the world, is destined, sooner or 

later, to become a great and independent nation. 

French Emperor Napoleon III assured Confederate diplomat 

John Slidell that he would make "direct proposition" to Britain 

for joint recognition. The Emperor made the same assurance to 

British Members of Parliament John A. Roebuck and John A. 

Lindsay. Roebuck in turn publicly prepared a bill to submit to 
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Parliament June 30 supporting joint Anglo-French recognition 

of the Confederacy. "Southerners had a right to be optimistic, 

or at least hopeful, that their revolution would prevail, or at 

least endure." Following the double disasters at Vicksburg and 

Gettysburg in July 1863, the Confederates "suffered a severe 

loss of confidence in themselves", and withdrew into an 

interior defensive position. There would be no help from the 

Europeans.  

By December 1864, Davis considered sacrificing slavery in 

order to enlist recognition and aid from Paris and London; he 

secretly sent Duncan F. Kenner to Europe with a message that 

the war was fought solely for "the vindication of our rights to 

self-government and independence" and that "no sacrifice is 

too great, save that of honor". The message stated that if the 

French or British governments made their recognition 

conditional on anything at all, the Confederacy would consent 

to such terms. Davis's message could not explicitly 

acknowledge that slavery was on the bargaining table due to 

still-strong domestic support for slavery among the wealthy 

and politically influential. European leaders all saw that the 

Confederacy was on the verge of total defeat.  

Confederacy at war 

Motivations of soldiers 

Most young white men voluntarily joined Confederate national 

or state military units. Perman (2010) says historians are of 

two minds on why millions of men seemed so eager to fight, 

suffer and die over four years:  
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Some historians emphasize that Civil War soldiers were driven 

by political ideology, holding firm beliefs about the importance 

of liberty, Union, or state rights, or about the need to protect 

or to destroy slavery. Others point to less overtly political 

reasons to fight, such as the defense of one's home and family, 

or the honor and brotherhood to be preserved when fighting 

alongside other men. Most historians agree that, no matter 

what he thought about when he went into the war, the 

experience of combat affected him profoundly and sometimes 

affected his reasons for continuing to fight. 

Military strategy 

Civil War historian E. Merton Coulter wrote that for those who 

would secure its independence, "The Confederacy was 

unfortunate in its failure to work out a general strategy for the 

whole war". Aggressive strategy called for offensive force 

concentration. Defensive strategy sought dispersal to meet 

demands of locally minded governors. The controlling 

philosophy evolved into a combination "dispersal with a 

defensive concentration around Richmond". The Davis 

administration considered the war purely defensive, a "simple 

demand that the people of the United States would cease to 

war upon us". Historian James M. McPherson is a critic of 

Lee's offensive strategy: "Lee pursued a faulty military strategy 

that ensured Confederate defeat".  

As the Confederate government lost control of territory in 

campaign after campaign, it was said that "the vast size of the 

Confederacy would make its conquest impossible". The enemy 

would be struck down by the same elements which so often 

debilitated or destroyed visitors and transplants in the South. 
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Heat exhaustion, sunstroke, endemic diseases such as malaria 

and typhoid would match the destructive effectiveness of the 

Moscow winter on the invading armies of Napoleon.  

Early in the war both sides believed that one great battle would 

decide the conflict; the Confederates won a surprise victory at 

the First Battle of Bull Run, also known as First Manassas (the 

name used by Confederate forces). It drove the Confederate 

people "insane with joy"; the public demanded a forward 

movement to capture Washington, relocate the Confederate 

capital there, and admit Maryland to the Confederacy. A 

council of war by the victorious Confederate generals decided 

not to advance against larger numbers of fresh Federal troops 

in defensive positions. Davis did not countermand it. Following 

the Confederate incursion into Maryland halted at the Battle of 

Antietam in October 1862, generals proposed concentrating 

forces from state commands to re-invade the north. Nothing 

came of it. Again in mid-1863 at his incursion into 

Pennsylvania, Lee requested that Davis Beauregard 

simultaneously attack Washington with troops taken from the 

Carolinas. But the troops there remained in place during the 

Gettysburg Campaign.  

The eleven states of the Confederacy were outnumbered by the 

North about four-to-one in white men of military age. It was 

overmatched far more in military equipment, industrial 

facilities, railroads for transport, and wagons supplying the 

front.  

Confederates slowed the Yankee invaders, at heavy cost to the 

Southern infrastructure. The Confederates burned bridges, laid 

land mines in the roads, and made harbors inlets and inland 
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waterways unusable with sunken mines (called "torpedoes" at 

the time). Coulter reports:  

Rangers in twenty to fifty-man units were awarded 50% 

valuation for property destroyed behind Union lines, regardless 

of location or loyalty. As Federals occupied the South, 

objections by loyal Confederate concerning Ranger horse-

stealing and indiscriminate scorched earth tactics behind 

Union lines led to Congress abolishing the Ranger service two 

years later. 

The Confederacy relied on external sources for war materials. 

The first came from trade with the enemy. "Vast amounts of 

war supplies" came through Kentucky, and thereafter, western 

armies were "to a very considerable extent" provisioned with 

illicit trade via Federal agents and northern private traders. 

But that trade was interrupted in the first year of war by 

Admiral Porter's river gunboats as they gained dominance 

along navigable rivers north–south and east–west. Overseas 

blockade running then came to be of "outstanding importance". 

On April 17, President Davis called on privateer raiders, the 

"militia of the sea", to wage war on U.S. seaborne commerce. 

Despite noteworthy effort, over the course of the war the 

Confederacy was found unable to match the Union in ships and 

seamanship, materials and marine construction.  

An inescapable obstacle to success in the warfare of mass 

armies was the Confederacy's lack of manpower, and sufficient 

numbers of disciplined, equipped troops in the field at the 

point of contact with the enemy. During the winter of 1862–63, 

Lee observed that none of his famous victories had resulted in 

the destruction of the opposing army. He lacked reserve troops 
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to exploit an advantage on the battlefield as Napoleon had 

done. Lee explained, "More than once have most promising 

opportunities been lost for want of men to take advantage of 

them, and victory itself had been made to put on the 

appearance of defeat, because our diminished and exhausted 

troops have been unable to renew a successful struggle against 

fresh numbers of the enemy."  

Armed forces 

The military armed forces of the Confederacy comprised three 

branches: Army, Navy and Marine Corps.  

The Confederate military leadership included many veterans 

from the United States Army and United States Navy who had 

resigned their Federal commissions and were appointed to 

senior positions. Many had served in the Mexican–American 

War (including Robert E. Lee and Jefferson Davis), but some 

such as Leonidas Polk (who graduated from West Point but did 

not serve in the Army) had little or no experience.  

The Confederate officer corps consisted of men from both 

slave-owning and non-slave-owning families. The Confederacy 

appointed junior and field grade officers by election from the 

enlisted ranks. Although no Army service academy was 

established for the Confederacy, some colleges (such as The 

Citadel and Virginia Military Institute) maintained cadet corps 

that trained Confederate military leadership. A naval academy 

was established at Drewry's Bluff, Virginia in 1863, but no 

midshipmen graduated before the Confederacy's end.  

Most soldiers were white males aged between 16 and 28. The 

median year of birth was 1838, so half the soldiers were 23 or 
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older by 1861. In early 1862, the Confederate Army was 

allowed to disintegrate for two months following expiration of 

short-term enlistments. Most of those in uniform would not re-

enlist following their one-year commitment, so on April 16, 

1862, the Confederate Congress enacted the first mass 

conscription on the North American continent. (The U.S. 

Congress followed a year later on March 3, 1863, with the 

Enrollment Act.) Rather than a universal draft, the initial 

program was a selective service with physical, religious, 

professional and industrial exemptions. These were narrowed 

as the war progressed. Initially substitutes were permitted, but 

by December 1863 these were disallowed. In September 1862 

the age limit was increased from 35 to 45 and by February 

1864, all men under 18 and over 45 were conscripted to form a 

reserve for state defense inside state borders. By March 1864, 

the Superintendent of Conscription reported that all across the 

Confederacy, every officer in constituted authority, man and 

woman, "engaged in opposing the enrolling officer in the 

execution of his duties". Although challenged in the state 

courts, the Confederate State Supreme Courts routinely 

rejected legal challenges to conscription.  

Many thousands of slaves served as personal servants to their 

owner, or were hired as laborers, cooks, and pioneers. Some 

freed blacks and men of color served in local state militia units 

of the Confederacy, primarily in Louisiana and South Carolina, 

but their officers deployed them for "local defense, not 

combat". Depleted by casualties and desertions, the military 

suffered chronic manpower shortages. In early 1865, the 

Confederate Congress, influenced by the public support by 

General Lee, approved the recruitment of black infantry units. 

Contrary to Lee's and Davis's recommendations, the Congress 
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refused "to guarantee the freedom of black volunteers". No 

more than two hundred black combat troops were ever raised.  

Raising troops 

The immediate onset of war meant that it was fought by the 

"Provisional" or "Volunteer Army". State governors resisted 

concentrating a national effort. Several wanted a strong state 

army for self-defense. Others feared large "Provisional" armies 

answering only to Davis. When filling the Confederate 

government's call for 100,000 men, another 200,000 were 

turned away by accepting only those enlisted "for the duration" 

or twelve-month volunteers who brought their own arms or 

horses.  

It was important to raise troops; it was just as important to 

provide capable officers to command them. With few exceptions 

the Confederacy secured excellent general officers. Efficiency 

in the lower officers was "greater than could have been 

reasonably expected". As with the Federals, political 

appointees could be indifferent. Otherwise, the officer corps 

was governor-appointed or elected by unit enlisted. Promotion 

to fill vacancies was made internally regardless of merit, even 

if better officers were immediately available.  

Anticipating the need for more "duration" men, in January 

1862 Congress provided for company level recruiters to return 

home for two months, but their efforts met little success on the 

heels of Confederate battlefield defeats in February. Congress 

allowed for Davis to require numbers of recruits from each 

governor to supply the volunteer shortfall. States responded by 

passing their own draft laws.  
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The veteran Confederate army of early 1862 was mostly twelve-

month volunteers with terms about to expire. Enlisted 

reorganization elections disintegrated the army for two months. 

Officers pleaded with the ranks to re-enlist, but a majority did 

not. Those remaining elected majors and colonels whose 

performance led to officer review boards in October. The boards 

caused a "rapid and widespread" thinning out of 1,700 

incompetent officers. Troops thereafter would elect only second 

lieutenants.  

In early 1862, the popular press suggested the Confederacy 

required a million men under arms. But veteran soldiers were 

not re-enlisting, and earlier secessionist volunteers did not 

reappear to serve in war. One Macon, Georgia, newspaper 

asked how two million brave fighting men of the South were 

about to be overcome by four million northerners who were 

said to be cowards.  

Conscription 

The Confederacy passed the first American law of national 

conscription on April 16, 1862. The white males of the 

Confederate States from 18 to 35 were declared members of the 

Confederate army for three years, and all men then enlisted 

were extended to a three-year term. They would serve only in 

units and under officers of their state. Those under 18 and 

over 35 could substitute for conscripts, in September those 

from 35 to 45 became conscripts. The cry of "rich man's war 

and a poor man's fight" led Congress to abolish the substitute 

system altogether in December 1863. All principals benefiting 

earlier were made eligible for service. By February 1864, the 
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age bracket was made 17 to 50, those under eighteen and over 

forty-five to be limited to in-state duty.  

Confederate conscription was not universal; it was a selective 

service. The First Conscription Act of April 1862 exempted 

occupations related to transportation, communication, 

industry, ministers, teaching and physical fitness. The Second 

Conscription Act of October 1862 expanded exemptions in 

industry, agriculture and conscientious objection. Exemption 

fraud proliferated in medical examinations, army furloughs, 

churches, schools, apothecaries and newspapers.  

Rich men's sons were appointed to the socially outcast 

"overseer" occupation, but the measure was received in the 

country with "universal odium". The legislative vehicle was the 

controversial Twenty Negro Law that specifically exempted one 

white overseer or owner for every plantation with at least 20 

slaves. Backpedalling six months later, Congress provided 

overseers under 45 could be exempted only if they held the 

occupation before the first Conscription Act. The number of 

officials under state exemptions appointed by state Governor 

patronage expanded significantly. By law, substitutes could 

not be subject to conscription, but instead of adding to 

Confederate manpower, unit officers in the field reported that 

over-50 and under-17-year-old substitutes made up to 90% of 

the desertions.  

The Conscription Act of February 1864 "radically changed the 

whole system" of selection. It abolished industrial exemptions, 

placing detail authority in President Davis. As the shame of 

conscription was greater than a felony conviction, the system 

brought in "about as many volunteers as it did conscripts." 
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Many men in otherwise "bombproof" positions were enlisted in 

one way or another, nearly 160,000 additional volunteers and 

conscripts in uniform. Still there was shirking. To administer 

the draft, a Bureau of Conscription was set up to use state 

officers, as state Governors would allow. It had a checkered 

career of "contention, opposition and futility". Armies 

appointed alternative military "recruiters" to bring in the out-

of-uniform 17–50-year-old conscripts and deserters. Nearly 

3,000 officers were tasked with the job. By late 1864, Lee was 

calling for more troops. "Our ranks are constantly diminishing 

by battle and disease, and few recruits are received; the 

consequences are inevitable." By March 1865 conscription was 

to be administered by generals of the state reserves calling out 

men over 45 and under 18 years old. All exemptions were 

abolished. These regiments were assigned to recruit conscripts 

ages 17–50, recover deserters, and repel enemy cavalry raids. 

The service retained men who had lost but one arm or a leg in 

home guards. Ultimately, conscription was a failure, and its 

main value was in goading men to volunteer.  

The survival of the Confederacy depended on a strong base of 

civilians and soldiers devoted to victory. The soldiers 

performed well, though increasing numbers deserted in the last 

year of fighting, and the Confederacy never succeeded in 

replacing casualties as the Union could. The civilians, 

although enthusiastic in 1861–62, seem to have lost faith in 

the future of the Confederacy by 1864, and instead looked to 

protect their homes and communities.  

As Rable explains, "This contraction of civic vision was more 

than a crabbed libertarianism; it represented an increasingly 

widespread disillusionment with the Confederate experiment."  
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Victories: 1861 

The American Civil War broke out in April 1861 with a 

Confederate victory at the Battle of Fort Sumter in Charleston.  

In January, President James Buchanan had attempted to 

resupply the garrison with the steamship, Star of the West, but 

Confederate artillery drove it away. In March, President Lincoln 

notified South Carolina Governor Pickens that without 

Confederate resistance to the resupply there would be no 

military reinforcement without further notice, but Lincoln 

prepared to force resupply if it were not allowed. Confederate 

President Davis, in cabinet, decided to seize Fort Sumter before 

the relief fleet arrived, and on April 12, 1861, General 

Beauregard forced its surrender.  

Following Sumter, Lincoln directed states to provide 75,000 

troops for three months to recapture the Charleston Harbor 

forts and all other federal property. This emboldened 

secessionists in Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee and North 

Carolina to secede rather than provide troops to march into 

neighboring Southern states. In May, Federal troops crossed 

into Confederate territory along the entire border from the 

Chesapeake Bay to New Mexico. The first battles were 

Confederate victories at Big Bethel (Bethel Church, Virginia), 

First Bull Run (First Manassas) in Virginia July and in August, 

Wilson's Creek (Oak Hills) in Missouri. At all three, 

Confederate forces could not follow up their victory due to 

inadequate supply and shortages of fresh troops to exploit 

their successes. Following each battle, Federals maintained a 

military presence and occupied Washington, DC; Fort Monroe, 

Virginia; and Springfield, Missouri. Both North and South 
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began training up armies for major fighting the next year. 

Union General George B. McClellan's forces gained possession 

of much of northwestern Virginia in mid-1861, concentrating 

on towns and roads; the interior was too large to control and 

became the center of guerrilla activity. General Robert E. Lee 

was defeated at Cheat Mountain in September and no serious 

Confederate advance in western Virginia occurred until the 

next year.  

Meanwhile, the Union Navy seized control of much of the 

Confederate coastline from Virginia to South Carolina. It took 

over plantations and the abandoned slaves. Federals there 

began a war-long policy of burning grain supplies up rivers 

into the interior wherever they could not occupy. The Union 

Navy began a blockade of the major southern ports and 

prepared an invasion of Louisiana to capture New Orleans in 

early 1862.  

Incursions: 1862 

The victories of 1861 were followed by a series of defeats east 

and west in early 1862. To restore the Union by military force, 

the Federal strategy was to (1) secure the Mississippi River, (2) 

seize or close Confederate ports, and (3) march on Richmond. 

To secure independence, the Confederate intent was to (1) 

repel the invader on all fronts, costing him blood and treasure, 

and (2) carry the war into the North by two offensives in time 

to affect the mid-term elections.  

Much of northwestern Virginia was under Federal control. In 

February and March, most of Missouri and Kentucky were 

Union "occupied, consolidated, and used as staging areas for 
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advances further South". Following the repulse of Confederate 

counter-attack at the Battle of Shiloh, Tennessee, permanent 

Federal occupation expanded west, south and east. 

Confederate forces repositioned south along the Mississippi 

River to Memphis, Tennessee, where at the naval Battle of 

Memphis, its River Defense Fleet was sunk. Confederates 

withdrew from northern Mississippi and northern Alabama. 

New Orleans was captured April 29 by a combined Army-Navy 

force under U.S. Admiral David Farragut, and the Confederacy 

lost control of the mouth of the Mississippi River. It had to 

concede extensive agricultural resources that had supported 

the Union's sea-supplied logistics base.  

Although Confederates had suffered major reverses everywhere, 

as of the end of April the Confederacy still controlled territory 

holding 72% of its population. Federal forces disrupted 

Missouri and Arkansas; they had broken through in western 

Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee and Louisiana. Along the 

Confederacy's shores, Union forces had closed ports and made 

garrisoned lodgments on every coastal Confederate state except 

Alabama and Texas. Although scholars sometimes assess the 

Union blockade as ineffectual under international law until the 

last few months of the war, from the first months it disrupted 

Confederate privateers, making it "almost impossible to bring 

their prizes into Confederate ports". British firms developed 

small fleets of blockade running companies, such as John 

Fraser and Company, and the Ordnance Department secured 

its own blockade runners for dedicated munitions cargoes.  

During the Civil War fleets of armored warships were deployed 

for the first time in sustained blockades at sea. After some 

success against the Union blockade, in March the ironclad CSS 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

111 

Virginia was forced into port and burned by Confederates at 

their retreat. Despite several attempts mounted from their port 

cities, CSA naval forces were unable to break the Union 

blockade. Attempts were made by Commodore Josiah Tattnall 

III's ironclads from Savannah in 1862 with the CSS Atlanta. 

Secretary of the Navy Stephen Mallory placed his hopes in a 

European-built ironclad fleet, but they were never realized. On 

the other hand, four new English-built commerce raiders 

served the Confederacy, and several fast blockade runners 

were sold in Confederate ports. They were converted into 

commerce-raiding cruisers, and manned by their British crews.  

In the east, Union forces could not close on Richmond. General 

McClellan landed his army on the Lower Peninsula of Virginia. 

Lee subsequently ended that threat from the east, then Union 

General John Pope attacked overland from the north only to be 

repulsed at Second Bull Run (Second Manassas). Lee's strike 

north was turned back at Antietam MD, then Union Major 

General Ambrose Burnside's offensive was disastrously ended 

at Fredericksburg VA in December. Both armies then turned to 

winter quarters to recruit and train for the coming spring.  

In an attempt to seize the initiative, reprovision, protect farms 

in mid-growing season and influence U.S. Congressional 

elections, two major Confederate incursions into Union 

territory had been launched in August and September 1862. 

Both Braxton Bragg's invasion of Kentucky and Lee's invasion 

of Maryland were decisively repulsed, leaving Confederates in 

control of but 63% of its population. Civil War scholar Allan 

Nevins argues that 1862 was the strategic high-water mark of 

the Confederacy. The failures of the two invasions were 

attributed to the same irrecoverable shortcomings: lack of 
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manpower at the front, lack of supplies including serviceable 

shoes, and exhaustion after long marches without adequate 

food. Also in September Confederate General William W. Loring 

pushed Federal forces from Charleston, Virginia, and the 

Kanawha Valley in western Virginia, but lacking 

reinforcements Loring abandoned his position and by 

November the region was back in Federal control.  

Anaconda: 1863–64 

The failed Middle Tennessee campaign was ended January 2, 

1863, at the inconclusive Battle of Stones River (Murfreesboro), 

both sides losing the largest percentage of casualties suffered 

during the war. It was followed by another strategic withdrawal 

by Confederate forces. The Confederacy won a significant 

victory April 1863, repulsing the Federal advance on Richmond 

at Chancellorsville, but the Union consolidated positions along 

the Virginia coast and the Chesapeake Bay.  

Without an effective answer to Federal gunboats, river 

transport and supply, the Confederacy lost the Mississippi 

River following the capture of Vicksburg, Mississippi, and Port 

Hudson in July, ending Southern access to the trans-

Mississippi West. July brought short-lived counters, Morgan's 

Raid into Ohio and the New York City draft riots. Robert E. 

Lee's strike into Pennsylvania was repulsed at Gettysburg, 

Pennsylvania despite Pickett's famous charge and other acts of 

valor. Southern newspapers assessed the campaign as "The 

Confederates did not gain a victory, neither did the enemy."  

September and November left Confederates yielding 

Chattanooga, Tennessee, the gateway to the lower south. For 
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the remainder of the war fighting was restricted inside the 

South, resulting in a slow but continuous loss of territory. In 

early 1864, the Confederacy still controlled 53% of its 

population, but it withdrew further to reestablish defensive 

positions. Union offensives continued with Sherman's March to 

the Sea to take Savannah and Grant's Wilderness Campaign to 

encircle Richmond and besiege Lee's army at Petersburg.  

In April 1863, the C.S. Congress authorized a uniformed 

Volunteer Navy, many of whom were British. The Confederacy 

had altogether eighteen commerce-destroying cruisers, which 

seriously disrupted Federal commerce at sea and increased 

shipping insurance rates 900%. Commodore Tattnall again 

unsuccessfully attempted to break the Union blockade on the 

Savannah River in Georgia with an ironclad in 1863. Beginning 

in April 1864 the ironclad CSS Albemarle engaged Union 

gunboats for six months on the Roanoke River in North 

Carolina. The Federals closed Mobile Bay by sea-based 

amphibious assault in August, ending Gulf coast trade east of 

the Mississippi River. In December, the Battle of Nashville 

ended Confederate operations in the western theater.  

Large numbers of families relocated to safer places, usually 

remote rural areas, bringing along household slaves if they had 

any. Mary Massey argues these elite exiles introduced an 

element of defeatism into the southern outlook.  

Collapse: 1865 

The first three months of 1865 saw the Federal Carolinas 

Campaign, devastating a wide swath of the remaining 

Confederate heartland. The "breadbasket of the Confederacy" 
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in the Great Valley of Virginia was occupied by Philip 

Sheridan. The Union Blockade captured Fort Fisher in North 

Carolina, and Sherman finally took Charleston, South 

Carolina, by land attack.  

The Confederacy controlled no ports, harbors or navigable 

rivers. Railroads were captured or had ceased operating. Its 

major food producing regions had been war-ravaged or 

occupied. Its administration survived in only three pockets of 

territory holding only one-third of its population. Its armies 

were defeated or disbanding. At the February 1865 Hampton 

Roads Conference with Lincoln, senior Confederate officials 

rejected his invitation to restore the Union with compensation 

for emancipated slaves. The three pockets of unoccupied 

Confederacy were southern Virginia – North Carolina, central 

Alabama – Florida, and Texas, the latter two areas less from 

any notion of resistance than from the disinterest of Federal 

forces to occupy them. The Davis policy was independence or 

nothing, while Lee's army was wracked by disease and 

desertion, barely holding the trenches defending Jefferson 

Davis' capital.  

The Confederacy's last remaining blockade-running port, 

Wilmington, North Carolina, was lost. When the Union broke 

through Lee's lines at Petersburg, Richmond fell immediately. 

Lee surrendered a remnant of 50,000 from the Army of 

Northern Virginia at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, on 

April 9, 1865. "The Surrender" marked the end of the 

Confederacy. The CSS Stonewall sailed from Europe to break 

the Union blockade in March; on making Havana, Cuba, it 

surrendered. Some high officials escaped to Europe, but 

President Davis was captured May 10; all remaining 
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Confederate land forces surrendered by June 1865. The U.S. 

Army took control of the Confederate areas without post-

surrender insurgency or guerrilla warfare against them, but 

peace was subsequently marred by a great deal of local 

violence, feuding and revenge killings. The last confederate 

military unit, the commerce raider CSS Shenandoah, 

surrendered on November 6, 1865 in Liverpool.  

Historian Gary Gallagher concluded that the Confederacy 

capitulated in early 1865 because northern armies crushed 

"organized southern military resistance". The Confederacy's 

population, soldier and civilian, had suffered material hardship 

and social disruption. They had expended and extracted a 

profusion of blood and treasure until collapse; "the end had 

come". Jefferson Davis' assessment in 1890 determined, "With 

the capture of the capital, the dispersion of the civil 

authorities, the surrender of the armies in the field, and the 

arrest of the President, the Confederate States of America 

disappeared ... their history henceforth became a part of the 

history of the United States."  

Postwar history 

Amnesty and treason issue 

When the war ended over 14,000 Confederates petitioned 

President Johnson for a pardon; he was generous in giving 

them out. He issued a general amnesty to all Confederate 

participants in the "late Civil War" in 1868. Congress passed 

additional Amnesty Acts in May 1866 with restrictions on office 

holding, and the Amnesty Act in May 1872 lifting those 
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restrictions. There was a great deal of discussion in 1865 

about bringing treason trials, especially against Jefferson 

Davis. There was no consensus in President Johnson's cabinet, 

and no one was charged with treason. An acquittal of Davis 

would have been humiliating for the government.  

Davis was indicted for treason but never tried; he was released 

from prison on bail in May 1867. The amnesty of December 25, 

1868, by President Johnson eliminated any possibility of 

Jefferson Davis (or anyone else associated with the 

Confederacy) standing trial for treason.  

Henry Wirz, the commandant of a notorious prisoner-of-war 

camp near Andersonville, Georgia, was tried and convicted by a 

military court, and executed on November 10, 1865. The 

charges against him involved conspiracy and cruelty, not 

treason.  

The U.S. government began a decade-long process known as 

Reconstruction which attempted to resolve the political and 

constitutional issues of the Civil War. The priorities were: to 

guarantee that Confederate nationalism and slavery were 

ended, to ratify and enforce the Thirteenth Amendment which 

outlawed slavery; the Fourteenth which guaranteed dual U.S. 

and state citizenship to all native-born residents, regardless of 

race; and the Fifteenth, which made it illegal to deny the right 

to vote because of race.  

By 1877, the Compromise of 1877 ended Reconstruction in the 

former Confederate states. Federal troops were withdrawn from 

the South, where conservative white Democrats had already 

regained political control of state governments, often through 

extreme violence and fraud to suppress black voting. The 
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prewar South had many rich areas; the war left the entire 

region economically devastated by military action, ruined 

infrastructure, and exhausted resources. Still dependent on an 

agricultural economy and resisting investment in 

infrastructure, it remained dominated by the planter elite into 

the next century. Confederate veterans had been temporarily 

disenfranchised by Reconstruction policy, and Democrat-

dominated legislatures passed new constitutions and 

amendments to now exclude most blacks and many poor 

whites. This exclusion and a weakened Republican Party 

remained the norm until the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The 

Solid South of the early 20th century did not achieve national 

levels of prosperity until long after World War II.  

Texas v. White 

In Texas v. White, 74U.S.700 (1869) the United States Supreme 

Court ruled – by a 5–3 majority – that Texas had remained a 

state ever since it first joined the Union, despite claims that it 

joined the Confederate States of America. In this case, the 

court held that the Constitution did not permit a state to 

unilaterally secede from the United States. Further, that the 

ordinances of secession, and all the acts of the legislatures 

within seceding states intended to give effect to such 

ordinances, were "absolutely null", under the Constitution. 

This case settled the law that applied to all questions 

regarding state legislation during the war. Furthermore, it 

decided one of the "central constitutional questions" of the 

Civil War: The Union is perpetual and indestructible, as a 

matter of constitutional law. In declaring that no state could 

leave the Union, "except through revolution or through consent 

of the States", it was "explicitly repudiating the position of the 
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Confederate states that the United States was a voluntary 

compact between sovereign states".  

Theories regarding the 

Confederacy's demise 

"Died of states' rights" 

Historian Frank Lawrence Owsley argued that the Confederacy 

"died of states' rights". The central government was denied 

requisitioned soldiers and money by governors and state 

legislatures because they feared that Richmond would 

encroach on the rights of the states. Georgia's governor Joseph 

Brown warned of a secret conspiracy by Jefferson Davis to 

destroy states' rights and individual liberty. The first 

conscription act in North America authorizing Davis to draft 

soldiers was said to be the "essence of military despotism".  

Vice President Alexander H. Stephens feared losing the very 

form of republican government. Allowing President Davis to 

threaten "arbitrary arrests" to draft hundreds of governor-

appointed "bomb-proof" bureaucrats conferred "more power 

than the English Parliament had ever bestowed on the king. 

History proved the dangers of such unchecked authority." The 

abolishment of draft exemptions for newspaper editors was 

interpreted as an attempt by the Confederate government to 

muzzle presses, such as the Raleigh NC Standard, to control 

elections and to suppress the peace meetings there. As Rable 

concludes, "For Stephens, the essence of patriotism, the heart 

of the Confederate cause, rested on an unyielding commitment 
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to traditional rights" without considerations of military 

necessity, pragmatism or compromise.  

In 1863 governor Pendleton Murrah of Texas determined that 

state troops were required for defense against Plains Indians 

and Union forces that might attack from Kansas. He refused to 

send his soldiers to the East. Governor Zebulon Vance of North 

Carolina showed intense opposition to conscription, limiting 

recruitment success. Vance's faith in states' rights drove him 

into repeated, stubborn opposition to the Davis administration.  

Despite political differences within the Confederacy, no 

national political parties were formed because they were seen 

as illegitimate. "Anti-partyism became an article of political 

faith." Without a system of political parties building alternate 

sets of national leaders, electoral protests tended to be 

narrowly state-based, "negative, carping and petty". The 1863 

mid-term elections became mere expressions of futile and 

frustrated dissatisfaction. According to historian David M. 

Potter, the lack of a functioning two-party system caused "real 

and direct damage" to the Confederate war effort since it 

prevented the formulation of any effective alternatives to the 

conduct of the war by the Davis administration.  

"Died of Davis" 

The enemies of President Davis proposed that the Confederacy 

"died of Davis". He was unfavorably compared to George 

Washington by critics such as Edward Alfred Pollard, editor of 

the most influential newspaper in the Confederacy, the 

Richmond (Virginia) Examiner. E. Merton Coulter summarizes, 

"The American Revolution had its Washington; the Southern 
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Revolution had its Davis ... one succeeded and the other 

failed." Beyond the early honeymoon period, Davis was never 

popular. He unwittingly caused much internal dissension from 

early on. His ill health and temporary bouts of blindness 

disabled him for days at a time.  

Coulter, viewed by today's historians as a Confederate 

apologist, says Davis was heroic and his will was indomitable. 

But his "tenacity, determination, and will power" stirred up 

lasting opposition from enemies that Davis could not shake. He 

failed to overcome "petty leaders of the states" who made the 

term "Confederacy" into a label for tyranny and oppression, 

denying the "Stars and Bars" from becoming a symbol of larger 

patriotic service and sacrifice. Instead of campaigning to 

develop nationalism and gain support for his administration, 

he rarely courted public opinion, assuming an aloofness, 

"almost like an Adams".  

Escott argues that Davis was unable to mobilize Confederate 

nationalism in support of his government effectively, and 

especially failed to appeal to the small farmers who comprised 

the bulk of the population. In addition to the problems caused 

by states rights, Escott also emphasizes that the widespread 

opposition to any strong central government combined with the 

vast difference in wealth between the slave-owning class and 

the small farmers created insolvable dilemmas when the 

Confederate survival presupposed a strong central government 

backed by a united populace. The prewar claim that white 

solidarity was necessary to provide a unified Southern voice in 

Washington no longer held. Davis failed to build a network of 

supporters who would speak up when he came under criticism, 
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and he repeatedly alienated governors and other state-based 

leaders by demanding centralized control of the war effort.  

According to Coulter, Davis was not an efficient administrator 

as he attended to too many details, protected his friends after 

their failures were obvious, and spent too much time on 

military affairs versus his civic responsibilities. Coulter 

concludes he was not the ideal leader for the Southern 

Revolution, but he showed "fewer weaknesses than any other" 

contemporary character available for the role. Robert E. Lee's 

assessment of Davis as president was, "I knew of none that 

could have done as well."  

Government and politics 

Political divisions 

Constitution: 

The Southern leaders met in Montgomery, Alabama, to write 

their constitution. Much of the Confederate States Constitution 

replicated the United States Constitution verbatim, but it 

contained several explicit protections of the institution of 

slavery including provisions for the recognition and protection 

of slavery in any territory of the Confederacy. It maintained the 

ban on international slave-trading, though it made the ban's 

application explicit to "Negroes of the African race" in contrast 

to the U.S. Constitution's reference to "such Persons as any of 

the States now existing shall think proper to admit". It protected 

the existing internal trade of slaves among slaveholding states.  
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In certain areas, the Confederate Constitution gave greater 

powers to the states (or curtailed the powers of the central 

government more) than the U.S. Constitution of the time did, 

but in other areas, the states lost rights they had under the 

U.S. Constitution. Although the Confederate Constitution, like 

the U.S. Constitution, contained a commerce clause, the 

Confederate version prohibited the central government from 

using revenues collected in one state for funding internal 

improvements in another state. The Confederate Constitution's 

equivalent to the U.S. Constitution's general welfare clause 

prohibited protective tariffs (but allowed tariffs for providing 

domestic revenue), and spoke of "carry[ing] on the Government 

of the Confederate States" rather than providing for the 

"general welfare". State legislatures had the power to impeach 

officials of the Confederate government in some cases. On the 

other hand, the Confederate Constitution contained a 

Necessary and Proper Clause and a Supremacy Clause that 

essentially duplicated the respective clauses of the U.S. 

Constitution. The Confederate Constitution also incorporated 

each of the 12 amendments to the U.S. Constitution that had 

been ratified up to that point.  

The Confederate Constitution did not specifically include a 

provision allowing states to secede; the Preamble spoke of each 

state "acting in its sovereign and independent character" but 

also of the formation of a "permanent federal government". 

During the debates on drafting the Confederate Constitution, 

one proposal would have allowed states to secede from the 

Confederacy. The proposal was tabled with only the South 

Carolina delegates voting in favor of considering the motion. 

The Confederate Constitution also explicitly denied States the 

power to bar slaveholders from other parts of the Confederacy 
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from bringing their slaves into any state of the Confederacy or 

to interfere with the property rights of slave owners traveling 

between different parts of the Confederacy. In contrast with 

the secular language of the United States Constitution, the 

Confederate Constitution overtly asked God's blessing 

("... invoking the favor and guidance of Almighty God ...").  

Executive 

• The Montgomery Convention to establish the 

Confederacy and its executive met on February 4, 

1861. Each state as a sovereignty had one vote, with 

the same delegation size as it held in the U.S. 

Congress, and generally 41 to 50 members attended. 

Offices were "provisional", limited to a term not to 

exceed one year. One name was placed in nomination 

for president, one for vice president. Both were 

elected unanimously, 6–0. 

Jefferson Davis was elected provisional president. His U.S. 

Senate resignation speech greatly impressed with its clear 

rationale for secession and his pleading for a peaceful 

departure from the Union to independence. Although he had 

made it known that he wanted to be commander-in-chief of the 

Confederate armies, when elected, he assumed the office of 

Provisional President. Three candidates for provisional Vice 

President were under consideration the night before the 

February 9 election. All were from Georgia, and the various 

delegations meeting in different places determined two would 

not do, so Alexander H. Stephens was elected unanimously 

provisional Vice President, though with some privately held 

reservations. Stephens was inaugurated February 11, Davis 
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February 18. Davis and Stephens were elected president and 

vice president, unopposed on November 6, 1861. They were 

inaugurated on February 22, 1862.  

Historian and Confederate apologist E. M. Coulter stated, "No 

president of the U.S. ever had a more difficult task." 

Washington was inaugurated in peacetime. Lincoln inherited 

an established government of long standing. The creation of 

the Confederacy was accomplished by men who saw themselves 

as fundamentally conservative. Although they referred to their 

"Revolution", it was in their eyes more a counter-revolution 

against changes away from their understanding of U.S. 

founding documents. In Davis' inauguration speech, he 

explained the Confederacy was not a French-like revolution, 

but a transfer of rule. The Montgomery Convention had 

assumed all the laws of the United States until superseded by 

the Confederate Congress.  

The Permanent Constitution provided for a President of the 

Confederate States of America, elected to serve a six-year term 

but without the possibility of re-election. Unlike the United 

States Constitution, the Confederate Constitution gave the 

president the ability to subject a bill to a line item veto, a 

power also held by some state governors.  

The Confederate Congress could overturn either the general or 

the line item vetoes with the same two-thirds votes required in 

the U.S. Congress. In addition, appropriations not specifically 

requested by the executive branch required passage by a two-

thirds vote in both houses of Congress. The only person to 

serve as president was Jefferson Davis, as the Confederacy was 

defeated before the completion of his term.  
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Legislative 

The only two "formal, national, functioning, civilian 

administrative bodies" in the Civil War South were the 

Jefferson Davis administration and the Confederate 

Congresses. The Confederacy was begun by the Provisional 

Congress in Convention at Montgomery, Alabama on February 

28, 1861. The Provisional Confederate Congress was a 

unicameral assembly, each state received one vote.  

The Permanent Confederate Congress was elected and began its 

first session February 18, 1862. The Permanent Congress for 

the Confederacy followed the United States forms with a 

bicameral legislature. The Senate had two per state, twenty-six 

Senators. The House numbered 106 representatives 

apportioned by free and slave populations within each state. 

Two Congresses sat in six sessions until March 18, 1865. The 

political influences of the civilian, soldier vote and appointed 

representatives reflected divisions of political geography of a 

diverse South. These in turn changed over time relative to 

Union occupation and disruption, the war impact on the local 

economy, and the course of the war. Without political parties, 

key candidate identification related to adopting secession 

before or after Lincoln's call for volunteers to retake Federal 

property. Previous party affiliation played a part in voter 

selection, predominantly secessionist Democrat or unionist 

Whig.  

The absence of political parties made individual roll call voting 

all the more important, as the Confederate "freedom of roll-call 

voting [was] unprecedented in American legislative history." 

Key issues throughout the life of the Confederacy related to (1) 
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suspension of habeas corpus, (2) military concerns such as 

control of state militia, conscription and exemption, (3) 

economic and fiscal policy including impressment of slaves, 

goods and scorched earth, and (4) support of the Jefferson 

Davis administration in its foreign affairs and negotiating 

peace.  

• Provisional Congress 

For the first year, the 

unicameral Provisional 

Confederate Congress 

functioned as the 

Confederacy's legislative 

branch.  

• President of the 

Provisional Congress 

• Howell Cobb, Sr. of 

Georgia, February 4, 

1861 – February 17, 

1862 

• Presidents pro 

tempore of the 

Provisional Congress 

• Robert Woodward 

Barnwell of South 

Carolina, February 

4, 1861 

• Thomas Stanhope 

Bocock of Virginia, 

• Sessions of the 

Confederate 

Congress 

• Provisional Congress 

• 1st Congress 

• 2nd Congress 

• Tribal 

Representatives to 

Confederate 

Congress 

• Elias Cornelius 

Boudinot 1862–65, 

Cherokee 

• Samuel Benton 

Callahan Unknown 

years, Creek, 

Seminole 

• Burton Allen Holder 

1864–65, Chickasaw 

• Robert McDonald 

Jones 1863–65, 

Choctaw 
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December 10–21, 

1861 and January 

7–8, 1862 

• Josiah Abigail 

Patterson Campbell 

of Mississippi, 

December 23–24, 

1861 and January 6, 

1862 

Judicial 

The Confederate Constitution outlined a judicial branch of the 

government, but the ongoing war and resistance from states-

rights advocates, particularly on the question of whether it 

would have appellate jurisdiction over the state courts, 

prevented the creation or seating of the "Supreme Court of the 

Confederate States;" the state courts generally continued to 

operate as they had done, simply recognizing the Confederate 

States as the national government.  

Confederate district courts were authorized by Article III, 

Section 1, of the Confederate Constitution, and President Davis 

appointed judges within the individual states of the 

Confederate States of America. In many cases, the same US 

Federal District Judges were appointed as Confederate States 

District Judges. Confederate district courts began reopening in 

early 1861, handling many of the same type cases as had been 

done before. Prize cases, in which Union ships were captured 

by the Confederate Navy or raiders and sold through court 

proceedings, were heard until the blockade of southern ports 

made this impossible. After a Sequestration Act was passed by 
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the Confederate Congress, the Confederate district courts 

heard many cases in which enemy aliens (typically Northern 

absentee landlords owning property in the South) had their 

property sequestered (seized) by Confederate Receivers.  

When the matter came before the Confederate court, the 

property owner could not appear because he was unable to 

travel across the front lines between Union and Confederate 

forces. Thus, the District Attorney won the case by default, the 

property was typically sold, and the money used to further the 

Southern war effort. Eventually, because there was no 

Confederate Supreme Court, sharp attorneys like South 

Carolina's Edward McCrady began filing appeals. This 

prevented their clients' property from being sold until a 

supreme court could be constituted to hear the appeal, which 

never occurred. Where Federal troops gained control over parts 

of the Confederacy and re-established civilian government, US 

district courts sometimes resumed jurisdiction.  

Supreme Court – not established.  

District Courts – judges  

• Alabama William G. 

Jones 1861–65 

• Arkansas Daniel 

Ringo 1861–65 

• Florida Jesse J. 

Finley 1861–62 

• Georgia Henry R. 

Jackson 1861, 

• South Carolina 

Andrew G. Magrath 

1861–64, Benjamin 

F. Perry 1865 

• Tennessee West H. 

Humphreys 1861–65 

• Texas-East William 

Pinckney Hill 1861–

65 
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Edward J. Harden 

1861–65 

• Louisiana Edwin 

Warren Moise 1861–

65 

• Mississippi 

Alexander Mosby 

Clayton 1861–65 

• North Carolina Asa 

Biggs 1861–65 

• Texas-West Thomas 

J. Devine 1861–65 

• Virginia-East James 

D. Halyburton 1861–

65 

• Virginia-West John 

W. Brockenbrough 

1861–65 

Post Office 

When the Confederacy was formed and its seceding states 

broke from the Union, it was at once confronted with the 

arduous task of providing its citizens with a mail delivery 

system, and, in the midst of the American Civil War, the newly 

formed Confederacy created and established the Confederate 

Post Office. One of the first undertakings in establishing the 

Post Office was the appointment of John H. Reagan to the 

position of Postmaster General, by Jefferson Davis in 1861, 

making him the first Postmaster General of the Confederate 

Post Office as well as a member of Davis' presidential cabinet. 

Writing in 1906, historian Walter Flavius McCaleb praised 

Reagan's "energy and intelligence... in a degree scarcely 

matched by any of his associates."  

When the war began, the US Post Office still delivered mail 

from the secessionist states for a brief period of time. Mail that 

was postmarked after the date of a state's admission into the 

Confederacy through May 31, 1861, and bearing US postage 

was still delivered. After this time, private express companies 
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still managed to carry some of the mail across enemy lines. 

Later, mail that crossed lines had to be sent by 'Flag of Truce' 

and was allowed to pass at only two specific points. Mail sent 

from the Confederacy to the U.S. was received, opened and 

inspected at Fortress Monroe on the Virginia coast before being 

passed on into the U.S. mail stream. Mail sent from the North 

to the South passed at City Point, also in Virginia, where it 

was also inspected before being sent on.  

With the chaos of the war, a working postal system was more 

important than ever for the Confederacy. The Civil War had 

divided family members and friends and consequently letter 

writing increased dramatically across the entire divided nation, 

especially to and from the men who were away serving in an 

army.  

Mail delivery was also important for the Confederacy for a 

myriad of business and military reasons. Because of the Union 

blockade, basic supplies were always in demand and so getting 

mailed correspondence out of the country to suppliers was 

imperative to the successful operation of the Confederacy. 

Volumes of material have been written about the Blockade 

runners who evaded Union ships on blockade patrol, usually at 

night, and who moved cargo and mail in and out of the 

Confederate States throughout the course of the war. Of 

particular interest to students and historians of the American 

Civil War is Prisoner of War mail and Blockade mail as these 

items were often involved with a variety of military and other 

war time activities. The postal history of the Confederacy along 

with surviving Confederate mail has helped historians 

document the various people, places and events that were 

involved in the American Civil War as it unfolded.  
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Civil liberties 

The Confederacy actively used the army to arrest people 

suspected of loyalty to the United States. Historian Mark Neely 

found 4,108 names of men arrested and estimated a much 

larger total. The Confederacy arrested pro-Union civilians in 

the South at about the same rate as the Union arrested pro-

Confederate civilians in the North. Neely argues:  

The Confederate citizen was not any freer than the Union 

citizen – and perhaps no less likely to be arrested by military 

authorities. In fact, the Confederate citizen may have been in 

some ways less free than his Northern counterpart. For 

example, freedom to travel within the Confederate states was 

severely limited by a domestic passport system. 

Economy 

Slaves 

Across the South, widespread rumors alarmed the whites by 

predicting the slaves were planning some sort of insurrection. 

Patrols were stepped up. The slaves did become increasingly 

independent, and resistant to punishment, but historians 

agree there were no insurrections. In the invaded areas, 

insubordination was more the norm than was loyalty to the old 

master; Bell Wiley says, "It was not disloyalty, but the lure of 

freedom." Many slaves became spies for the North, and large 

numbers ran away to federal lines.  

Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, an executive order of the 

U.S. government on January 1, 1863, changed the legal status 
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of three million slaves in designated areas of the Confederacy 

from "slave" to "free". The long-term effect was that the 

Confederacy could not preserve the institution of slavery, and 

lost the use of the core element of its plantation labor force. 

Slaves were legally freed by the Proclamation, and became free 

by escaping to federal lines, or by advances of federal troops. 

Over 200,000 freed slaves were hired by the federal army as 

teamsters, cooks, launderers and laborers, and eventually as 

soldiers. Plantation owners, realizing that emancipation would 

destroy their economic system, sometimes moved their slaves 

as far as possible out of reach of the Union army. By 

"Juneteenth" (June 19, 1865, in Texas), the Union Army 

controlled all of the Confederacy and had liberated all its 

slaves. The former slaves never received compensation and, 

unlike British policy, neither did the owners.  

Political economy 

Most whites were subsistence farmers who traded their 

surpluses locally. The plantations of the South, with white 

ownership and an enslaved labor force, produced substantial 

wealth from cash crops. It supplied two-thirds of the world's 

cotton, which was in high demand for textiles, along with 

tobacco, sugar, and naval stores (such as turpentine). These 

raw materials were exported to factories in Europe and the 

Northeast. Planters reinvested their profits in more slaves and 

fresh land, as cotton and tobacco depleted the soil. There was 

little manufacturing or mining; shipping was controlled by 

non-southerners.  

The plantations that enslaved over three million black people 

were the principal source of wealth. Most were concentrated in 
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"black belt" plantation areas (because few white families in the 

poor regions owned slaves). For decades, there had been 

widespread fear of slave revolts. During the war, extra men 

were assigned to "home guard" patrol duty and governors 

sought to keep militia units at home for protection. Historian 

William Barney reports, "no major slave revolts erupted during 

the Civil War." Nevertheless, slaves took the opportunity to 

enlarge their sphere of independence, and when union forces 

were nearby, many ran off to join them.  

Slave labor was applied in industry in a limited way in the 

Upper South and in a few port cities. One reason for the 

regional lag in industrial development was top-heavy income 

distribution. Mass production requires mass markets, and 

slaves living in small cabins, using self-made tools and 

outfitted with one suit of work clothes each year of inferior 

fabric, did not generate consumer demand to sustain local 

manufactures of any description in the same way as did a 

mechanized family farm of free labor in the North. The 

Southern economy was "pre-capitalist" in that slaves were put 

to work in the largest revenue-producing enterprises, not free 

labor markets. That labor system as practiced in the American 

South encompassed paternalism, whether abusive or indulgent, 

and that meant labor management considerations apart from 

productivity.  

Approximately 85% of both the North and South white 

populations lived on family farms, both regions were 

predominantly agricultural, and mid-century industry in both 

was mostly domestic. But the Southern economy was pre-

capitalist in its overwhelming reliance on the agriculture of 

cash crops to produce wealth, while the great majority of 
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farmers fed themselves and supplied a small local market. 

Southern cities and industries grew faster than ever before, 

but the thrust of the rest of the country's exponential growth 

elsewhere was toward urban industrial development along 

transportation systems of canals and railroads. The South was 

following the dominant currents of the American economic 

mainstream, but at a "great distance" as it lagged in the all-

weather modes of transportation that brought cheaper, 

speedier freight shipment and forged new, expanding inter-

regional markets.  

A third count of the pre-capitalist Southern economy relates to 

the cultural setting. The South and southerners did not adopt 

a work ethic, nor the habits of thrift that marked the rest of 

the country. It had access to the tools of capitalism, but it did 

not adopt its culture. The Southern Cause as a national 

economy in the Confederacy was grounded in "slavery and 

race, planters and patricians, plain folk and folk culture, 

cotton and plantations".  

National production 

The Confederacy started its existence as an agrarian economy 

with exports, to a world market, of cotton, and, to a lesser 

extent, tobacco and sugarcane. Local food production included 

grains, hogs, cattle, and gardens. The cash came from exports 

but the Southern people spontaneously stopped exports in 

early 1861 to hasten the impact of "King Cotton", a failed 

strategy to coerce international support for the Confederacy 

through its cotton exports. When the blockade was announced, 

commercial shipping practically ended (the ships could not get 

insurance), and only a trickle of supplies came via blockade 
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runners. The cutoff of exports was an economic disaster for the 

South, rendering useless its most valuable properties, its 

plantations and their enslaved workers. Many planters kept 

growing cotton, which piled up everywhere, but most turned to 

food production. All across the region, the lack of repair and 

maintenance wasted away the physical assets.  

The eleven states had produced $155 million in manufactured 

goods in 1860, chiefly from local grist-mills, and lumber, 

processed tobacco, cotton goods and naval stores such as 

turpentine.  

The main industrial areas were border cities such as 

Baltimore, Wheeling, Louisville and St. Louis, that were never 

under Confederate control. The government did set up 

munitions factories in the Deep South. Combined with 

captured munitions and those coming via blockade runners, 

the armies were kept minimally supplied with weapons. The 

soldiers suffered from reduced rations, lack of medicines, and 

the growing shortages of uniforms, shoes and boots. Shortages 

were much worse for civilians, and the prices of necessities 

steadily rose.  

The Confederacy adopted a tariff or tax on imports of 15%, and 

imposed it on all imports from other countries, including the 

United States. The tariff mattered little; the Union blockade 

minimized commercial traffic through the Confederacy's ports, 

and very few people paid taxes on goods smuggled from the 

North. The Confederate government in its entire history 

collected only $3.5 million in tariff revenue. The lack of 

adequate financial resources led the Confederacy to finance the 

war through printing money, which led to high inflation. The 
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Confederacy underwent an economic revolution by 

centralization and standardization, but it was too little too late 

as its economy was systematically strangled by blockade and 

raids.  

Transportation systems 

In peacetime, the South's extensive and connected systems of 

navigable rivers and coastal access allowed for cheap and easy 

transportation of agricultural products. The railroad system in 

the South had developed as a supplement to the navigable 

rivers to enhance the all-weather shipment of cash crops to 

market. Railroads tied plantation areas to the nearest river or 

seaport and so made supply more dependable, lowered costs 

and increased profits. In the event of invasion, the vast 

geography of the Confederacy made logistics difficult for the 

Union. Wherever Union armies invaded, they assigned many of 

their soldiers to garrison captured areas and to protect rail 

lines.  

At the onset of the Civil War the South had a rail network 

disjointed and plagued by changes in track gauge as well as 

lack of interchange. Locomotives and freight cars had fixed 

axles and could not use tracks of different gauges (widths). 

Railroads of different gauges leading to the same city required 

all freight to be off-loaded onto wagons for transport to the 

connecting railroad station, where it had to await freight cars 

and a locomotive before proceeding. Centers requiring off-

loading included Vicksburg, New Orleans, Montgomery, 

Wilmington and Richmond. In addition, most rail lines led from 

coastal or river ports to inland cities, with few lateral 

railroads. Because of this design limitation, the relatively 
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primitive railroads of the Confederacy were unable to overcome 

the Union naval blockade of the South's crucial intra-coastal 

and river routes.  

The Confederacy had no plan to expand, protect or encourage 

its railroads. Southerners' refusal to export the cotton crop in 

1861 left railroads bereft of their main source of income. Many 

lines had to lay off employees; many critical skilled technicians 

and engineers were permanently lost to military service. In the 

early years of the war the Confederate government had a 

hands-off approach to the railroads. Only in mid-1863 did the 

Confederate government initiate a national policy, and it was 

confined solely to aiding the war effort. Railroads came under 

the de facto control of the military. 

In contrast, the U.S. Congress had authorized military 

administration of Union-controlled railroad and telegraph 

systems in January 1862, imposed a standard gauge, and built 

railroads into the South using that gauge. Confederate armies 

successfully reoccupying territory could not be resupplied 

directly by rail as they advanced. The C.S. Congress formally 

authorized military administration of railroads in February 

1865.  

In the last year before the end of the war, the Confederate 

railroad system stood permanently on the verge of collapse. 

There was no new equipment and raids on both sides 

systematically destroyed key bridges, as well as locomotives 

and freight cars. 

Spare parts were cannibalized; feeder lines were torn up to get 

replacement rails for trunk lines, and rolling stock wore out 

through heavy use.  
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Horses and mules 

The Confederate army experienced a persistent shortage of 

horses and mules, and requisitioned them with dubious 

promissory notes given to local farmers and breeders. Union 

forces paid in real money and found ready sellers in the South. 

Both armies needed horses for cavalry and for artillery. Mules 

pulled the wagons. The supply was undermined by an 

unprecedented epidemic of glanders, a fatal disease that 

baffled veterinarians. After 1863 the invading Union forces had 

a policy of shooting all the local horses and mules that they 

did not need, in order to keep them out of Confederate hands. 

The Confederate armies and farmers experienced a growing 

shortage of horses and mules, which hurt the Southern 

economy and the war effort. The South lost half of its 

2.5 million horses and mules; many farmers ended the war 

with none left. Army horses were used up by hard work, 

malnourishment, disease and battle wounds; they had a life 

expectancy of about seven months.  

Financial instruments 

Both the individual Confederate states and later the 

Confederate government printed Confederate States of America 

dollars as paper currency in various denominations, with a 

total face value of $1.5 billion. Much of it was signed by 

Treasurer Edward C. Elmore. Inflation became rampant as the 

paper money depreciated and eventually became worthless. The 

state governments and some localities printed their own paper 

money, adding to the runaway inflation. Many bills still exist, 

although in recent years counterfeit copies have proliferated.  
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The Confederate government initially wanted to finance its war 

mostly through tariffs on imports, export taxes, and voluntary 

donations of gold. After the spontaneous imposition of an 

embargo on cotton sales to Europe in 1861, these sources of 

revenue dried up and the Confederacy increasingly turned to 

issuing debt and printing money to pay for war expenses. The 

Confederate States politicians were worried about angering the 

general population with hard taxes. A tax increase might 

disillusion many Southerners, so the Confederacy resorted to 

printing more money. As a result, inflation increased and 

remained a problem for the southern states throughout the 

rest of the war. By April 1863, for example, the cost of flour in 

Richmond had risen to $100 a barrel and housewives were 

rioting.  

The Confederate government took over the three national mints 

in its territory: the Charlotte Mint in North Carolina, the 

Dahlonega Mint in Georgia, and the New Orleans Mint in 

Louisiana. During 1861 all of these facilities produced small 

amounts of gold coinage, and the latter half dollars as well. 

Since the mints used the current dies on hand, all appear to be 

U.S. issues. However, by comparing slight differences in the 

dies specialists can distinguish 1861-O half dollars that were 

minted either under the authority of the U.S. government, the 

State of Louisiana, or finally the Confederate States. Unlike the 

gold coins, this issue was produced in significant numbers 

(over 2.5 million) and is inexpensive in lower grades, although 

fakes have been made for sale to the public. However, before 

the New Orleans Mint ceased operation in May, 1861, the 

Confederate government used its own reverse design to strike 

four half dollars. This made one of the great rarities of 

American numismatics. A lack of silver and gold precluded 
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further coinage. The Confederacy apparently also experimented 

with issuing one cent coins, although only 12 were produced 

by a jeweler in Philadelphia, who was afraid to send them to 

the South. Like the half dollars, copies were later made as 

souvenirs.  

US coinage was hoarded and did not have any general 

circulation. U.S. coinage was admitted as legal tender up to 

$10, as were British sovereigns, French Napoleons and Spanish 

and Mexican doubloons at a fixed rate of exchange. 

Confederate money was paper and postage stamps.  

Food shortages and riots 

By mid-1861, the Union naval blockade virtually shut down the 

export of cotton and the import of manufactured goods. Food 

that formerly came overland was cut off.  

As women were the ones who remained at home, they had to 

make do with the lack of food and supplies. They cut back on 

purchases, used old materials, and planted more flax and peas 

to provide clothing and food. They used ersatz substitutes 

when possible, but there was no real coffee, only okra and 

chicory substitutes. The households were severely hurt by 

inflation in the cost of everyday items like flour, and the 

shortages of food, fodder for the animals, and medical supplies 

for the wounded.  

State governments requested that planters grow less cotton 

and more food, but most refused. When cotton prices soared in 

Europe, expectations were that Europe would soon intervene to 

break the blockade and make them rich, but Europe remained 

neutral. The Georgia legislature imposed cotton quotas, making 
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it a crime to grow an excess. But food shortages only worsened, 

especially in the towns. The overall decline in food supplies, 

made worse by the inadequate transportation system, led to 

serious shortages and high prices in urban areas. When bacon 

reached a dollar a pound in 1863, the poor women of 

Richmond, Atlanta and many other cities began to riot; they 

broke into shops and warehouses to seize food, as they were 

angry at ineffective state relief efforts, speculators, and 

merchants. As wives and widows of soldiers, they were hurt by 

the inadequate welfare system.  

Devastation by 1865 

By the end of the war deterioration of the Southern 

infrastructure was widespread. The number of civilian deaths 

is unknown. Every Confederate state was affected, but most of 

the war was fought in Virginia and Tennessee, while Texas and 

Florida saw the least military action. Much of the damage was 

caused by direct military action, but most was caused by lack 

of repairs and upkeep, and by deliberately using up resources. 

Historians have recently estimated how much of the 

devastation was caused by military action. Paul Paskoff 

calculates that Union military operations were conducted in 

56% of 645 counties in nine Confederate states (excluding 

Texas and Florida). These counties contained 63% of the 1860 

white population and 64% of the slaves. By the time the 

fighting took place, undoubtedly some people had fled to safer 

areas, so the exact population exposed to war is unknown.  

The eleven Confederate States in the 1860 United States 

Census had 297 towns and cities with 835,000 people; of these 

162 with 681,000 people were at one point occupied by Union 
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forces. Eleven were destroyed or severely damaged by war 

action, including Atlanta (with an 1860 population of 9,600), 

Charleston, Columbia, and Richmond (with prewar populations 

of 40,500, 8,100, and 37,900, respectively); the eleven 

contained 115,900 people in the 1860 census, or 14% of the 

urban South. Historians have not estimated what their actual 

population was when Union forces arrived. The number of 

people (as of 1860) who lived in the destroyed towns 

represented just over 1% of the Confederacy's 1860 population. 

In addition, 45 court houses were burned (out of 830). The 

South's agriculture was not highly mechanized. The value of 

farm implements and machinery in the 1860 Census was 

$81 million; by 1870, there was 40% less, worth just 

$48 million. Many old tools had broken through heavy use; 

new tools were rarely available; even repairs were difficult.  

The economic losses affected everyone. Banks and insurance 

companies were mostly bankrupt. Confederate currency and 

bonds were worthless. The billions of dollars invested in slaves 

vanished. Most debts were also left behind. Most farms were 

intact but most had lost their horses, mules and cattle; fences 

and barns were in disrepair. Paskoff shows the loss of farm 

infrastructure was about the same whether or not fighting took 

place nearby. The loss of infrastructure and productive 

capacity meant that rural widows throughout the region faced 

not only the absence of able-bodied men, but a depleted stock 

of material resources that they could manage and operate 

themselves. During four years of warfare, disruption, and 

blockades, the South used up about half its capital stock. The 

North, by contrast, absorbed its material losses so effortlessly 

that it appeared richer at the end of the war than at the 

beginning.  
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The rebuilding took years and was hindered by the low price of 

cotton after the war. Outside investment was essential, 

especially in railroads. One historian has summarized the 

collapse of the transportation infrastructure needed for 

economic recovery:  

One of the greatest calamities which confronted Southerners 

was the havoc wrought on the transportation system. Roads 

were impassable or nonexistent, and bridges were destroyed or 

washed away. The important river traffic was at a standstill: 

levees were broken, channels were blocked, the few steamboats 

which had not been captured or destroyed were in a state of 

disrepair, wharves had decayed or were missing, and trained 

personnel were dead or dispersed. Horses, mules, oxen, 

carriages, wagons, and carts had nearly all fallen prey at one 

time or another to the contending armies. The railroads were 

paralyzed, with most of the companies bankrupt. These lines 

had been the special target of the enemy. On one stretch of 

114 miles in Alabama, every bridge and trestle was destroyed, 

cross-ties rotten, buildings burned, water-tanks gone, ditches 

filled up, and tracks grown up in weeds and bushes ... 

Communication centers like Columbia and Atlanta were in 

ruins; shops and foundries were wrecked or in disrepair. Even 

those areas bypassed by battle had been pirated for equipment 

needed on the battlefront, and the wear and tear of wartime 

usage without adequate repairs or replacements reduced all to 

a state of disintegration. 

Effect on women and families 

About 250,000 men never came home, some 30 percent of all 

white men aged 18 to 40 (as counted in 1860). Widows who 
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were overwhelmed often abandoned their farms and merged 

into the households of relatives, or even became refugees living 

in camps with high rates of disease and death. In the Old 

South, being an "old maid" was something of an 

embarrassment to the woman and her family, but after the 

war, it became almost a norm. Some women welcomed the 

freedom of not having to marry. Divorce, while never fully 

accepted, became more common. The concept of the "New 

Woman" emerged – she was self-sufficient and independent, 

and stood in sharp contrast to the "Southern Belle" of 

antebellum lore.  

National flags 

The first official flag of the Confederate States of America – 

called the "Stars and Bars" – originally had seven stars, 

representing the first seven states that initially formed the 

Confederacy. As more states joined, more stars were added, 

until the total was 13 (two stars were added for the divided 

states of Kentucky and Missouri). During the First Battle of 

Bull Run, (First Manassas) it sometimes proved difficult to 

distinguish the Stars and Bars from the Union flag. To rectify 

the situation, a separate "Battle Flag" was designed for use by 

troops in the field. Also known as the "Southern Cross", many 

variations sprang from the original square configuration.  

Although it was never officially adopted by the Confederate 

government, the popularity of the Southern Cross among both 

soldiers and the civilian population was a primary reason why 

it was made the main color feature when a new national flag 

was adopted in 1863. This new standard – known as the 

"Stainless Banner" – consisted of a lengthened white field area 
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with a Battle Flag canton. This flag too had its problems when 

used in military operations as, on a windless day, it could 

easily be mistaken for a flag of truce or surrender. Thus, in 

1865, a modified version of the Stainless Banner was adopted. 

This final national flag of the Confederacy kept the Battle Flag 

canton, but shortened the white field and added a vertical red 

bar to the fly end.  

Because of its depiction in the 20th-century and popular 

media, many people consider the rectangular battle flag with 

the dark blue bars as being synonymous with "the Confederate 

Flag", but this flag was never adopted as a Confederate 

national flag.  

The "Confederate Flag" has a color scheme similar to that of 

the most common Battle Flag design, but is rectangular, not 

square. The "Confederate Flag" is a highly recognizable symbol 

of the South in the United States today, and continues to be a 

controversial icon.  

Geography 

Region and climate 

The Confederate States of America claimed a total of 2,919 

miles (4,698 km) of coastline, thus a large part of its territory 

lay on the seacoast with level and often sandy or marshy 

ground. Most of the interior portion consisted of arable 

farmland, though much was also hilly and mountainous, and 

the far western territories were deserts. The lower reaches of 

the Mississippi River bisected the country, with the western 

half often referred to as the Trans-Mississippi. The highest 
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point (excluding Arizona and New Mexico) was Guadalupe Peak 

in Texas at 8,750 feet (2,670 m).  

Climate 

Much of the area claimed by the Confederate States of America 

had a humid subtropical climate with mild winters and long, 

hot, humid summers. The climate and terrain varied from vast 

swamps (such as those in Florida and Louisiana) to semi-arid 

steppes and arid deserts west of longitude 100 degrees west. 

The subtropical climate made winters mild but allowed 

infectious diseases to flourish. Consequently, on both sides 

more soldiers died from disease than were killed in combat, a 

fact hardly atypical of pre-World War I conflicts.  

Demographics 

Rural and urban population 

• The CSA was overwhelmingly rural. Few towns had 

populations of more than 1,000 – the typical county 

seat had a population of fewer than 500. Cities were 

rare; of the twenty largest U.S. cities in the 1860 

census, only New Orleans lay in Confederate 

territory – and the Union captured New Orleans in 

1862. Only 13 Confederate-controlled cities ranked 

among the top 100 U.S. cities in 1860, most of them 

ports whose economic activities vanished or suffered 

severely in the Union blockade. The population of 

Richmond swelled after it became the Confederate 

capital, reaching an estimated 128,000 in 1864. 

Other Southern cities in the border slave-holding 
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states such as Baltimore, Washington, D.C., 

Wheeling, Alexandria, Louisville, and St. Louis never 

came under the control of the Confederate 

government.  

Religion 

The CSA was overwhelmingly Protestant. Both free and 

enslaved populations identified with evangelical Protestantism. 

Baptists and Methodists together formed majorities of both the 

white and the slave population (see Black church). Freedom of 

religion and separation of church and state were fully ensured 

by Confederate laws. Church attendance was very high and 

chaplains played a major role in the Army.  

Most large denominations experienced a North–South split in 

the prewar era on the issue of slavery. The creation of a new 

country necessitated independent structures. For example, the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States split, with much of 

the new leadership provided by Joseph Ruggles Wilson (father 

of President Woodrow Wilson). In 1861, he organized the 

meeting that formed the General Assembly of the Southern 

Presbyterian Church and served as its chief executive for 37 

years. Baptists and Methodists both broke off from their 

Northern coreligionists over the slavery issue, forming the 

Southern Baptist Convention and the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South, respectively. Elites in the southeast favored 

the Protestant Episcopal Church in the Confederate States of 

America, which had reluctantly split from the Episcopal 

Church in 1861. Other elites were Presbyterians belonging to 

the 1861-founded Presbyterian Church in the United States. 

Catholics included an Irish working class element in coastal 
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cities and an old French element in southern Louisiana. Other 

insignificant and scattered religious populations included 

Lutherans, the Holiness movement, otherReformed, other 

Christian fundamentalists, the Stone-Campbell Restoration 

Movement, the Churches of Christ, the Latter Day Saint 

movement, Adventists, Muslims, Jews, Native American 

animists, deists and irreligious people.  

The southern churches met the shortage of Army chaplains by 

sending missionaries. The Southern Baptists started in 1862 

and had a total of 78 missionaries. Presbyterians were even 

more active with 112 missionaries in January 1865. Other 

missionaries were funded and supported by the Episcopalians, 

Methodists, and Lutherans. One result was wave after wave of 

revivals in the Army.  

Military leaders 

Military leaders of the Confederacy (with their state or country 

of birth and highest rank) included:  

• Robert E. Lee (Virginia) – General &General in Chief 

• P. G. T. Beauregard (Louisiana) – General 

• Braxton Bragg (North Carolina) – General 

• Samuel Cooper (New York) – General 

• Albert Sidney Johnston (Kentucky) – General 

• Joseph E. Johnston (Virginia) – General 

• Edmund Kirby Smith (Florida) – General 

• Simon Bolivar Buckner, Sr. (Kentucky) – Lieutenant 

General 

• Jubal Early (Virginia) – Lieutenant-General 

• Richard S. Ewell (Virginia) – Lieutenant-General 
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• Nathan Bedford Forrest (Tennessee) – Lieutenant-

General 

• Wade Hampton III (South Carolina) – Lieutenant-

General 

• William J. Hardee (Georgia) – Lieutenant-General 

• A. P. Hill (Virginia) – Lieutenant-General 

• Theophilus H. Holmes (North Carolina)  – Lieutenant-

General 

• John Bell Hood (Kentucky) – Lieutenant-General 

(temporary General) 

• Thomas J. "Stonewall" Jackson (Virginia) – 

Lieutenant-General 

• Stephen D. Lee (South Carolina) – Lieutenant-

General 

• James Longstreet (South Carolina) – Lieutenant-

General 

• John C. Pemberton (Pennsylvania) – Lieutenant-

General 

• Leonidas Polk (North Carolina) – Lieutenant-General 

• Alexander P. Stewart (North Carolina) – Lieutenant-

General 

• Richard Taylor (Kentucky) – Lieutenant-General (son 

of U.S. President Zachary Taylor) 

• Joseph Wheeler (Georgia) – Lieutenant-General 

• John C. Breckinridge (Kentucky) – Major-General 

&Secretary of War 

• Richard H. Anderson (South Carolina) – Major-

General (temporary Lieutenant-General) 

• Patrick Cleburne (Arkansas) – Major-General 

• John Brown Gordon (Georgia) – Major-General 

• Henry Heth (Virginia) – Major-General 

• Daniel Harvey Hill (South Carolina) – Major-General 
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• Edward Johnson (Virginia) – Major-General 

• Joseph B. Kershaw (South Carolina) – Major-General 

• Fitzhugh Lee (Virginia) – Major-General 

• George Washington Custis Lee (Virginia) – Major-

General 

• William Henry Fitzhugh Lee (Virginia) – Major-

General 

• William Mahone (Virginia) – Major-General 

• George Pickett (Virginia) – Major-General 

• Camillus J. Polignac (France) – Major-General 

• Sterling Price (Missouri) – Major-General 

• Stephen Dodson Ramseur (North Carolina) – Major-

General 

• Thomas L. Rosser (Virginia) – Major-General 

• J. E. B. Stuart (Virginia) – Major-General 

• Earl Van Dorn (Mississippi) – Major-General 

• John A. Wharton (Tennessee) – Major-General 

• Edward Porter Alexander (Georgia) – Brigadier-

General 

• Francis Marion Cockrell (Missouri) – Brigadier-

General 

• Clement A. Evans (Georgia) – Brigadier-General 

• John Hunt Morgan (Kentucky) – Brigadier-General 

• William N. Pendleton (Virginia) – Brigadier-General 

• Stand Watie (Georgia) – Brigadier-General (last to 

surrender) 

• Lawrence Sullivan Ross (Texas) – Brigadier-General 

• John S. Mosby, the "Grey Ghost of the Confederacy" 

(Virginia) – Colonel 

• Franklin Buchanan (Maryland) – Admiral 

• Raphael Semmes (Maryland) – Rear Admiral 



Chapter 4 

Emancipation Proclamation 

The Emancipation Proclamation, or Proclamation 95, was a 

presidential proclamation and executive order issued by United 

States President Abraham Lincoln on September 22, 1862, 

during the Civil War. The Proclamation read:  

• That on the first day of January in the year of our

Lord, one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three,

all persons held as slaves within any State, or

designated part of a State, the people whereof shall

then be in rebellion against the United States shall

be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and the

executive government of the United States, including

the military and naval authority thereof, will

recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons,

and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or

any of them, in any efforts they may make for their

actual freedom.

On January 1, 1863, the Proclamation changed the legal status 

under federal law of more than 3.5 million enslaved African 

Americans in the secessionist Confederate states from enslaved 

to free. 

As soon as a slave escaped the control of the Confederate 

government, either by running away across Union lines or 

through the advance of federal troops, the person was 

permanently free. Ultimately, the Union victory brought the 

proclamation into effect in all of the former Confederacy.  
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The proclamation was directed to all of the areas in rebellion 

and all segments of the executive branch (including the Army 

and Navy) of the United States. It proclaimed the freedom of 

enslaved people in the ten states in rebellion. Even though it 

excluded areas not in rebellion, it still applied to more than 

3.5 million of the 4 million enslaved people in the country. 

Around 25,000 to 75,000 were immediately emancipated in 

those regions of the Confederacy where the US Army was 

already in place. It could not be enforced in the areas still in 

rebellion, but as the Union army took control of Confederate 

regions, the Proclamation provided the legal framework for the 

liberation of more than three and a half million enslaved 

people in those regions. Prior to the Proclamation, in 

accordance with the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, escaped 

enslaved persons were either returned to their masters or held 

in camps as contraband for later return. The Emancipation 

Proclamation outraged white Southerners and their 

sympathizers, who saw it as the beginning of a race war. It 

energized abolitionists, and undermined those Europeans that 

wanted to intervene to help the Confederacy. The Proclamation 

lifted the spirits of African Americans both free and enslaved; 

it led many to escape from their masters and get to Union lines 

to obtain their freedom, and to join the Union Army. The 

Emancipation Proclamation became a historic document 

because it "would redefine the Civil War, turning it from a 

struggle to preserve the Union to one focused on ending 

slavery, and set a decisive course for how the nation would be 

reshaped after that historic conflict."  

The Emancipation Proclamation was never challenged in court. 

To ensure the abolition of slavery in all of the U.S., Lincoln 

also insisted that Reconstruction plans for Southern states 
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require abolition in new state laws (which occurred during the 

war in Tennessee, Arkansas, and Louisiana); Lincoln 

encouraged border states to adopt abolition (which occurred 

during the war in Maryland, Missouri, and West Virginia) and 

pushed for passage of the Thirteenth Amendment. Congress 

passed the 13th Amendment by the necessary two-thirds vote 

on January 31, 1865, and it was ratified by the states on 

December 6, 1865. The amendment made chattel slavery and 

involuntary servitude illegal.  

Authority 

The United States Constitution of 1787 did not use the word 

"slavery" but included several provisions about unfree persons. 

The Three-Fifths Compromise (in Article I, Section 2) allocated 

Congressional representation based "on the whole Number of 

free Persons" and "three-fifths of all other Persons". Under the 

Fugitive Slave Clause (Article IV, Section 2), "no person held to 

service or labour in one state" would be freed by escaping to 

another. Article I, Section 9 allowed Congress to pass 

legislation to outlaw the "Importation of Persons", but not until 

1808. However, for purposes of the Fifth Amendment—which 

states that, "No person shall... be deprived of life, liberty, or 

property, without due process of law"—slaves were understood 

as property. Although abolitionists used the Fifth Amendment 

to argue against slavery, it became part of the legal basis for 

treating slaves as property with Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857). 

Socially, slavery was also supported in law and in practice by a 

pervasive culture of white supremacy. Nonetheless, between 

1777 and 1804, every Northern state provided for the 

immediate or gradual abolition of slavery. No Southern state 
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did so, and the slave population of the South continued to 

grow, peaking at almost four million people at the beginning of 

the American Civil War, when most slave states sought to 

break away from the United States.  

Lincoln understood that the Federal government's power to end 

slavery in peacetime was limited by the Constitution which 

before 1865, committed the issue to individual states. Against 

the background of the American Civil War, however, Lincoln 

issued the Proclamation under his authority as "Commander-

in-Chief of the Army and Navy" under Article II, section 2 of 

the United States Constitution. As such, he claimed to have 

the martial power to free persons held as slaves in those states 

that were in rebellion "as a fit and necessary war measure for 

suppressing said rebellion". He did not have Commander-in-

Chief authority over the four slave-holding states that were not 

in rebellion: Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland and Delaware, and 

so those states were not named in the Proclamation. The fifth 

border jurisdiction, West Virginia, where slavery remained 

legal but was in the process of being abolished, was, in 

January 1863, still part of the legally recognized, "reorganized" 

state of Virginia, based in Alexandria, which was in the Union 

(as opposed to the Confederate state of Virginia, based in 

Richmond).  

Coverage 

The Proclamation applied in the ten states that were still in 

rebellion in 1863, and thus did not cover the nearly 500,000 

slaves in the slave-holding border states (Missouri, Kentucky, 

Maryland or Delaware) which were Union states. Those slaves 

were freed by later separate state and federal actions.  
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The state of Tennessee had already mostly returned to Union 

control, under a recognized Union government, so it was not 

named and was exempted. Virginia was named, but exemptions 

were specified for the 48 counties then in the process of 

forming the new state of West Virginia, and seven additional 

counties and two cities in the Union-controlled Tidewater 

region of Virginia. Also specifically exempted were New Orleans 

and 13 named parishes of Louisiana, which were mostly under 

federal control at the time of the Proclamation. These 

exemptions left unemancipated an additional 300,000 slaves.  

The Emancipation Proclamation has been ridiculed, notably in 

an influential passage by Richard Hofstadter for "freeing" only 

the slaves over which the Union had no power. These slaves 

were freed due to Lincoln's "war powers". This act cleared up 

the issue of contraband slaves. It automatically clarified the 

status of over 100,000 now-former slaves. Some 20,000 to 

50,000 slaves were freed the day it went into effect in parts of 

nine of the ten states to which it applied (Texas being the 

exception). In every Confederate state (except Tennessee and 

Texas), the Proclamation went into immediate effect in Union-

occupied areas and at least 20,000 slaves were freed at once 

on January 1, 1863.  

The Proclamation provided the legal framework for the 

emancipation of nearly all four million slaves as the Union 

armies advanced, and committed the Union to end slavery, 

which was a controversial decision even in the North. Hearing 

of the Proclamation, more slaves quickly escaped to Union 

lines as the Army units moved South. As the Union armies 

advanced through the Confederacy, thousands of slaves were 
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freed each day until nearly all (approximately 3.9 million, 

according to the 1860 Census) were freed by July 1865.  

While the Proclamation had freed most slaves as a war 

measure, it had not made slavery illegal. Of the states that 

were exempted from the Proclamation, Maryland, Missouri, 

Tennessee, and West Virginia prohibited slavery before the war 

ended. In 1863, President Lincoln proposed a moderate plan 

for the Reconstruction of the captured Confederate State of 

Louisiana. Only 10% of the state's electorate had to take the 

loyalty oath. The state was also required to accept the 

Proclamation and abolish slavery in its new constitution. 

Identical Reconstruction plans would be adopted in Arkansas 

and Tennessee. By December 1864, the Lincoln plan abolishing 

slavery had been enacted in Louisiana, as well as in Arkansas 

and Tennessee. In Kentucky, Union Army commanders relied 

on the proclamations offer of freedom to slaves who enrolled in 

the Army and provided freedom for an enrollee's entire family; 

for this and other reasons the number of slaves in the state fell 

by over 70% during the war. However, in Delaware and 

Kentucky, slavery continued to be legal until December 18, 

1865, when the Thirteenth Amendment went into effect.  

Background 

Military action prior to emancipation 

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 required individuals to return 

runaway slaves to their owners. During the war, Union 

generals such as Benjamin Butler declared that slaves in 

occupied areas were contraband of war and accordingly refused 
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to return them. This decision was controversial because it 

implied recognition of the Confederacy as a separate, 

independent sovereign state under international law, a notion 

that Lincoln steadfastly denied. As a result, he did not promote 

the contraband designation. In addition, as contraband, these 

people were legally designated as "property" when they crossed 

Union lines and their ultimate status was uncertain.  

Governmental action toward emancipation 

In December 1861, Lincoln sent his first annual message to 

Congress (the State of the Union Address, but then typically 

given in writing and not referred to as such). In it he praised 

the free labor system, as respecting human rights over 

property rights; he endorsed legislation to address the status 

of contraband slaves and slaves in loyal states, possibly 

through buying their freedom with federal taxes, and also the 

funding of strictly voluntary colonization efforts. In January 

1862, Thaddeus Stevens, the Republican leader in the House, 

called for total war against the rebellion to include 

emancipation of slaves, arguing that emancipation, by forcing 

the loss of enslaved labor, would ruin the rebel economy. On 

March 13, 1862, Congress approved a "Law Enacting an 

Additional Article of War", which stated that from that point 

onward it was forbidden for Union Army officers to return 

fugitive slaves to their owners. Pursuant to a law signed by 

Lincoln, slavery was abolished in the District of Columbia on 

April 16, 1862, and owners were compensated.  

On June 19, 1862, Congress prohibited slavery in all current 

and future United States territories (though not in the states), 

and President Lincoln quickly signed the legislation. By this 
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act, they repudiated the 1857 opinion of the Supreme Court of 

the United States in the Dred Scott Case that Congress was 

powerless to regulate slavery in U.S. territories. This joint 

action by Congress and President Lincoln also rejected the 

notion of popular sovereignty that had been advanced by 

Stephen A. Douglas as a solution to the slavery controversy, 

while completing the effort first legislatively proposed by 

Thomas Jefferson in 1784 to confine slavery within the borders 

of existing states.  

In July, Congress passed and Lincoln signed the Confiscation 

Act of 1862, containing provisions for court proceedings to 

liberate slaves held by convicted "rebels", or slaves of rebels 

that had escaped to Union lines. The Act applied in cases of 

criminal convictions, to those who were slaves of "disloyal" 

masters, and to slaves in rebel territory that was captured by 

the Union forces. Unlike the first Confiscation Act, the second 

one explicitly said that all slaves covered under the law would 

be permanently freed, stating "all slaves of persons who shall 

hereafter be engaged in rebellion against the government of the 

United States, or who shall in any way give aid or comfort 

thereto, escaping from such persons and taking refuge within 

the lines of the army; and all slaves captured from such 

persons or deserted by them and coming under the control of 

the government of the United States; and all slaves of such 

person found on [or] being within any place occupied by rebel 

forces and afterwards occupied by the forces of the United 

States, shall be deemed captives of war, and shall be forever 

free of their servitude, and not again held as slaves." However, 

Lincoln's position continued to be that Congress lacked the 

power to free all slaves within the borders of rebel held states, 

but Lincoln as commander in chief could do so if he deemed it 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

159 

a proper military measure, and that Lincoln had already 

drafted plans to do.  

Public opinion of emancipation 

Abolitionists had long been urging Lincoln to free all slaves. In 

the summer of 1862, Republican editor Horace Greeley of the 

highly influential New York Tribune wrote a famous editorial 

entitled "The Prayer of Twenty Millions" demanding a more 

aggressive attack on the Confederacy and faster emancipation 

of the slaves: "On the face of this wide earth, Mr. President, 

there is not one ... intelligent champion of the Union cause 

who does not feel ... that the rebellion, if crushed tomorrow, 

would be renewed if slavery were left in full vigor and that 

every hour of deference to slavery is an hour of added and 

deepened peril to the Union." Lincoln responded in his Letter 

To Horace Greeley from August 22, 1862, in terms of the limits 

imposed by his duty as president to save the Union:  

If there be those who would not save the Union, unless they 

could at the same time save slavery, I do not agree with them. 

If there be those who would not save the Union unless they 

could at the same time destroy slavery, I do not agree with 

them. My paramount object in this struggle is to save the 

Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could 

save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I 

could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I 

could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would 

also do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I 

do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I 

forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save 

the Union... I have here stated my purpose according to my 
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view of official duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-

expressed personal wish that all men everywhere could be free. 

Lincoln scholar Harold Holzer wrote in this context about 

Lincoln's letter: "Unknown to Greeley, Lincoln composed this 

after he had already drafted a preliminary Emancipation 

Proclamation, which he had determined to issue after the next 

Union military victory. 

Therefore, this letter, was in truth, an attempt to position the 

impending announcement in terms of saving the Union, not 

freeing slaves as a humanitarian gesture. It was one of 

Lincoln's most skillful public relations efforts, even if it has 

cast longstanding doubt on his sincerity as a liberator." 

Historian Richard Striner argues that "for years" Lincoln's 

letter has been misread as "Lincoln only wanted to save the 

Union." However, within the context of Lincoln's entire career 

and pronouncements on slavery this interpretation is wrong, 

according to Striner. 

Rather, Lincoln was softening the strong Northern white 

supremacist opposition to his imminent emancipation by tying 

it to the cause of the Union. This opposition would fight for the 

Union but not to end slavery, so Lincoln gave them the means 

and motivation to do both, at the same time. In his 2014 book, 

Lincoln's Gamble, journalist and historian Todd Brewster 

asserted that Lincoln's desire to reassert the saving of the 

Union as his sole war goal was, in fact, crucial to his claim of 

legal authority for emancipation. Since slavery was protected 

by the Constitution, the only way that he could free the slaves 

was as a tactic of war—not as the mission itself. But that 

carried the risk that when the war ended, so would the 
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justification for freeing the slaves. Late in 1862, Lincoln asked 

his Attorney General, Edward Bates, for an opinion as to 

whether slaves freed through a war-related proclamation of 

emancipation could be re-enslaved once the war was over. 

Bates had to work through the language of the Dred Scott 

decision to arrive at an answer, but he finally concluded that 

they could indeed remain free. Still, a complete end to slavery 

would require a constitutional amendment.  

Conflicting advice, to free all slaves, or not free them at all, 

was presented to Lincoln in public and private. Thomas Nast, a 

cartoon artist during the Civil War and the late 1800s 

considered "Father of the American Cartoon", composed many 

works including a two-sided spread that showed the transition 

from slavery into civilization after President Lincoln signed the 

Proclamation. 

Nast believed in equal opportunity and equality for all people, 

including enslaved Africans or free blacks. A mass rally in 

Chicago on September 7, 1862, demanded immediate and 

universal emancipation of slaves. A delegation headed by 

William W. Patton met the president at the White House on 

September 13. 

Lincoln had declared in peacetime that he had no 

constitutional authority to free the slaves. Even used as a war 

power, emancipation was a risky political act. Public opinion 

as a whole was against it. There would be strong opposition 

among Copperhead Democrats and an uncertain reaction from 

loyal border states. Delaware and Maryland already had a high 

percentage of free blacks: 91.2% and 49.7%, respectively, in 

1860.  
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Drafting and issuance of the 

proclamation 

Lincoln first discussed the proclamation with his cabinet in 

July 1862. He drafted his "preliminary proclamation" and read 

it to Secretary of State William Seward, and Secretary of Navy 

Gideon Welles, on July 13. Seward and Welles were at first 

speechless, then Seward referred to possible anarchy 

throughout the South and resulting foreign intervention; 

Welles apparently said nothing. On July 22, Lincoln presented 

it to his entire cabinet as something he had determined to do 

and he asked their opinion on wording. Although Secretary of 

War Edwin Stanton supported it, Seward advised Lincoln to 

issue the proclamation after a major Union victory, or else it 

would appear as if the Union was giving "its last shriek of 

retreat".  

In September 1862, the Battle of Antietam gave Lincoln the 

victory he needed to issue the Emancipation. In the battle, 

though the Union suffered heavier losses than the 

Confederates and General McClellan allowed the escape of 

Robert E. Lee's retreating troops, Union forces turned back a 

Confederate invasion of Maryland, eliminating more than a 

quarter of Lee's army in the process. On September 22, 1862, 

five days after Antietam occurred, and while living at the 

Soldier's Home, Lincoln called his cabinet into session and 

issued the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. According 

to Civil War historian James M. McPherson, Lincoln told 

Cabinet members that he had made a covenant with God, that 

if the Union drove the Confederacy out of Maryland, he would 
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issue the Emancipation Proclamation. Lincoln had first shown 

an early draft of the proclamation to Vice President Hannibal 

Hamlin, an ardent abolitionist, who was more often kept in the 

dark on presidential decisions. The final proclamation was 

issued on January 1, 1863. Although implicitly granted 

authority by Congress, Lincoln used his powers as 

Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy, "as a necessary 

war measure" as the basis of the proclamation, rather than the 

equivalent of a statute enacted by Congress or a constitutional 

amendment. Some days after issuing the final Proclamation, 

Lincoln wrote to Major General John McClernand: "After the 

commencement of hostilities I struggled nearly a year and a 

half to get along without touching the "institution"; and when 

finally I conditionally determined to touch it, I gave a hundred 

days fair notice of my purpose, to all the States and people, 

within which time they could have turned it wholly aside, by 

simply again becoming good citizens of the United States. They 

chose to disregard it, and I made the peremptory proclamation 

on what appeared to me to be a military necessity. And being 

made, it must stand."  

Initially, the Emancipation Proclamation effectively freed only a 

small percentage of the slaves, those who were behind Union 

lines in areas not exempted. Most slaves were still behind 

Confederate lines or in exempted Union-occupied areas. 

Secretary of State William H. Seward commented, "We show 

our sympathy with slavery by emancipating slaves where we 

cannot reach them and holding them in bondage where we can 

set them free." Had any slave state ended its secession attempt 

before January 1, 1863, it could have kept slavery, at least 

temporarily. The Proclamation only gave the Lincoln 

Administration the legal basis to free the slaves in the areas of 
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the South that were still in rebellion on January 1, 1863. It 

effectively destroyed slavery as the Union armies advanced 

south and conquered the entire Confederacy.  

The Emancipation Proclamation also allowed for the enrollment 

of freed slaves into the United States military. During the war 

nearly 200,000 blacks, most of them ex-slaves, joined the 

Union Army. Their contributions gave the North additional 

manpower that was significant in winning the war. The 

Confederacy did not allow slaves in their army as soldiers until 

the last month before its defeat.  

Though the counties of Virginia that were soon to form West 

Virginia were specifically exempted from the Proclamation 

(Jefferson County being the only exception), a condition of the 

state's admittance to the Union was that its constitution 

provide for the gradual abolition of slavery (an immediate 

emancipation of all slaves was also adopted there in early 

1865). Slaves in the border states of Maryland and Missouri 

were also emancipated by separate state action before the Civil 

War ended. In Maryland, a new state constitution abolishing 

slavery in the state went into effect on November 1, 1864. The 

Union-occupied counties of eastern Virginia and parishes of 

Louisiana, which had been exempted from the Proclamation, 

both adopted state constitutions that abolished slavery in April 

1864. In early 1865, Tennessee adopted an amendment to its 

constitution prohibiting slavery.  

Implementation 

The Proclamation was issued in two parts. The first part, 

issued on September 22, 1862, was a preliminary 
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announcement outlining the intent of the second part, which 

officially went into effect 100 days later on January 1, 1863, 

during the second year of the Civil War. It was Abraham 

Lincoln's declaration that all slaves would be permanently 

freed in all areas of the Confederacy that had not already 

returned to federal control by January 1863. The ten affected 

states were individually named in the second part (South 

Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 

Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina). Not included were 

the Unionslave states of Maryland, Delaware, Missouri and 

Kentucky. Also not named was the state of Tennessee, in which 

a Union-controlled military government had already been set 

up, based in the capital, Nashville. Specific exemptions were 

stated for areas also under Union control on January 1, 1863, 

namely 48 counties that would soon become West Virginia, 

seven other named counties of Virginia including Berkeley and 

Hampshire counties, which were soon added to West Virginia, 

New Orleans and 13 named parishes nearby.  

Union-occupied areas of the Confederate states where the 

proclamation was put into immediate effect by local 

commanders included Winchester, Virginia, Corinth, 

Mississippi, the Sea Islands along the coasts of the Carolinas 

and Georgia, Key West, Florida, and Port Royal, South 

Carolina.  

Immediate impact 

It has been inaccurately claimed that the Emancipation 

Proclamation did not free a single slave; historian Lerone 

Bennett Jr. alleged that the proclamation was a hoax 

deliberately designed not to free any slaves. However, as a 
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result of the Proclamation, many slaves were freed during the 

course of the war, beginning with the day it took effect; 

eyewitness accounts at places such as Hilton Head Island, 

South Carolina, and Port Royal, South Carolina record 

celebrations on January 1 as thousands of blacks were 

informed of their new legal status of freedom. Estimates of how 

many thousands of slaves were freed immediately by the 

Emancipation Proclamation are varied. One contemporary 

estimate put the 'contraband' population of Union-occupied 

North Carolina at 10,000, and the Sea Islands of South 

Carolina also had a substantial population. Those 20,000 

slaves were freed immediately by the Emancipation 

Proclamation." This Union-occupied zone where freedom began 

at once included parts of eastern North Carolina, the 

Mississippi Valley, northern Alabama, the Shenandoah Valley 

of Virginia, a large part of Arkansas, and the Sea Islands of 

Georgia and South Carolina. Although some counties of Union-

occupied Virginia were exempted from the Proclamation, the 

lower Shenandoah Valley, and the area around Alexandria were 

covered. Emancipation was immediately enforced as Union 

soldiers advanced into the Confederacy. Slaves fled their 

masters and were often assisted by Union soldiers.  

Booker T. Washington, as a boy of 9 in Virginia, remembered 

the day in early 1865:  

As the great day drew nearer, there was more singing in the 

slave quarters than usual. It was bolder, had more ring, and 

lasted later into the night. Most of the verses of the plantation 

songs had some reference to freedom. ... Some man who 

seemed to be a stranger (a United States officer, I presume) 

made a little speech and then read a rather long paper—the 
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Emancipation Proclamation, I think. After the reading we were 

told that we were all free, and could go when and where we 

pleased. My mother, who was standing by my side, leaned over 

and kissed her children, while tears of joy ran down her 

cheeks. She explained to us what it all meant, that this was 

the day for which she had been so long praying, but fearing 

that she would never live to see. 

Runaway slaves who had escaped to Union lines had previously 

been held by the Union Army as "contraband of war" under the 

Confiscation Acts; when the proclamation took effect, they 

were told at midnight that they were free to leave. The Sea 

Islands off the coast of Georgia had been occupied by the 

Union Navy earlier in the war. The whites had fled to the 

mainland while the blacks stayed. An early program of 

Reconstruction was set up for the former slaves, including 

schools and training. Naval officers read the proclamation and 

told them they were free.  

Slaves had been part of the "engine of war" for the 

Confederacy. They produced and prepared food; sewed 

uniforms; repaired railways; worked on farms and in factories, 

shipping yards, and mines; built fortifications; and served as 

hospital workers and common laborers. News of the 

Proclamation spread rapidly by word of mouth, arousing hopes 

of freedom, creating general confusion, and encouraging 

thousands to escape to Union lines. George Washington 

Albright, a teenage slave in Mississippi, recalled that like many 

of his fellow slaves, his father escaped to join Union forces. 

According to Albright, plantation owners tried to keep the 

Proclamation from slaves but news of it came through the 

"grapevine". The young slave became a "runner" for an informal 
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group they called the 4Ls ("Lincoln's Legal Loyal League") 

bringing news of the proclamation to secret slave meetings at 

plantations throughout the region.  

Robert E. Lee saw the Emancipation Proclamation as a way for 

the Union to bolster the number of soldiers it could place on 

the field, making it imperative for the Confederacy to increase 

their own numbers. Writing on the matter after the sack of 

Fredericksburg, Lee wrote "In view of the vast increase of the 

forces of the enemy, of the savage and brutal policy he has 

proclaimed, which leaves us no alternative but success or 

degradation worse than death, if we would save the honor of 

our families from pollution, our social system from 

destruction, let every effort be made, every means be employed, 

to fill and maintain the ranks of our armies, until God, in his 

mercy, shall bless us with the establishment of our 

independence."  

Political impact 

The Proclamation was immediately denounced by Copperhead 

Democrats who opposed the war and advocated restoring the 

union by allowing slavery. Horatio Seymour, while running for 

the governorship of New York, cast the Emancipation 

Proclamation as a call for slaves to commit extreme acts of 

violence on all white southerners, saying it was "a proposal for 

the butchery of women and children, for scenes of lust and 

rapine, and of arson and murder, which would invoke the 

interference of civilized Europe". The Copperheads also saw the 

Proclamation as an unconstitutional abuse of presidential 

power. Editor Henry A. Reeves wrote in Greenport's Republican 

Watchman that "In the name of freedom of Negroes, [the 
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proclamation] imperils the liberty of white men; to test a 

utopian theory of equality of races which Nature, History and 

Experience alike condemn as monstrous, it overturns the 

Constitution and Civil Laws and sets up Military Usurpation in 

their Stead."  

Racism remained pervasive on both sides of the conflict and 

many in the North supported the war only as an effort to force 

the South to stay in the Union. The promises of many 

Republican politicians that the war was to restore the Union 

and not about black rights or ending slavery, were now 

declared lies by their opponents citing the Proclamation. 

Copperhead David Allen spoke to a rally in Columbiana, Ohio, 

stating, "I have told you that this war is carried on for the 

Negro. There is the proclamation of the President of the United 

States. 

Now fellow Democrats I ask you if you are going to be forced 

into a war against your Brithren of the Southern States for the 

Negro. I answer No!" The Copperheads saw the Proclamation as 

irrefutable proof of their position and the beginning of a 

political rise for their members; in Connecticut, H. B. Whiting 

wrote that the truth was now plain even to "those stupid thick-

headed persons who persisted in thinking that the President 

was a conservative man and that the war was for the 

restoration of the Union under the Constitution".  

War Democrats who rejected the Copperhead position within 

their party, found themselves in a quandary. While throughout 

the war they had continued to espouse the racist positions of 

their party and their disdain of the concerns of slaves, they did 

see the Proclamation as a viable military tool against the 
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South, and worried that opposing it might demoralize troops in 

the Union army. The question would continue to trouble them 

and eventually lead to a split within their party as the war 

progressed.  

Lincoln further alienated many in the Union two days after 

issuing the preliminary copy of the Emancipation Proclamation 

by suspending habeas corpus. His opponents linked these two 

actions in their claims that he was becoming a despot. In light 

of this and a lack of military success for the Union armies, 

many War Democrat voters who had previously supported 

Lincoln turned against him and joined the Copperheads in the 

off-year elections held in October and November.  

In the 1862 elections, the Democrats gained 28 seats in the 

House as well as the governorship of New York. Lincoln's friend 

Orville Hickman Browning told the president that the 

Proclamation and the suspension of habeas corpus had been 

"disastrous" for his party by handing the Democrats so many 

weapons. Lincoln made no response. Copperhead William Javis 

of Connecticut pronounced the election the "beginning of the 

end of the utter downfall of Abolitionism in the United States".  

Historians James M. McPherson and Allan Nevins state that 

though the results looked very troubling, they could be seen 

favorably by Lincoln; his opponents did well only in their 

historic strongholds and "at the national level their gains in 

the House were the smallest of any minority party's in an off-

year election in nearly a generation. Michigan, California, and 

Iowa all went Republican... Moreover, the Republicans picked 

up five seats in the Senate." McPherson states "If the election 

was in any sense a referendum on emancipation and on 
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Lincoln's conduct of the war, a majority of Northern voters 

endorsed these policies."  

Confederate response 

The initial Confederate response was one of expected outrage. 

The Proclamation was seen as vindication for the rebellion, and 

proof that Lincoln would have abolished slavery even if the 

states had remained in the Union. In an August 1863 letter to 

President Lincoln, U.S. Army general Ulysses S. Grant 

observed that the Proclamation, combined with the usage of 

black soldiers by the U.S. Army, profoundly angered the 

Confederacy, saying that "the emancipation of the Negro, is the 

heaviest blow yet given the Confederacy. The South rave a 

great deal about it and profess to be very angry." A few months 

after the Proclamation took effect, the Confederacy passed a 

law in May 1863 demanding "full and ample retaliation" 

against the U.S. for such measures. The Confederacy stated 

that the black U.S. soldiers captured while fighting against the 

Confederacy would be tried as slave insurrectionists in civil 

courts—a capital offense with automatic sentence of death. 

Less than a year after the law's passage, the Confederates 

massacred black U.S. soldiers at Fort Pillow.  

Confederate General Robert E. Lee called the Proclamation a 

"savage and brutal policy he has proclaimed, which leaves us 

no alternative but success or degradation worse than death."  

However, some Confederates welcomed the Proclamation, as 

they believed it would strengthen pro-slavery sentiment in the 

Confederacy and, thus, lead to greater enlistment of white men 

into the Confederate army. According to one Confederate man 
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from Kentucky, "The Proclamation is worth three hundred 

thousand soldiers to our Government at least... It shows 

exactly what this war was brought about for and the intention 

of its damnable authors." Even some Union soldiers concurred 

with this view and expressed reservations about the 

Proclamation, not on principle, but rather because they were 

afraid it would increase the Confederacy's determination to 

fight on and maintain slavery. One Union soldier from New 

York stated worryingly after the Proclamation's passage, "I 

know enough of the Southern spirit that I think they will fight 

for the institution of slavery even to extermination."  

As a result of the Proclamation, the price of slaves in the 

Confederacy increased in the months after its issuance, with 

one Confederate from South Carolina opining in 1865 that 

"now is the time for Uncle to buy some negro women and 

children."  

International impact 

As Lincoln had hoped, the proclamation turned foreign popular 

opinion in favor of the Union by gaining the support of anti-

slavery countries and countries that had already abolished 

slavery (especially the developed countries in Europe such as 

the United Kingdom or France). This shift ended the 

Confederacy's hopes of gaining official recognition.  

Since the Emancipation Proclamation made the eradication of 

slavery an explicit Union war goal, it linked support for the 

South to support for slavery. Public opinion in Britain would 

not tolerate support for slavery. As Henry Adams noted, "The 

Emancipation Proclamation has done more for us than all our 
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former victories and all our diplomacy." In Italy, Giuseppe 

Garibaldi hailed Lincoln as "the heir of the aspirations of John 

Brown". On August 6, 1863, Garibaldi wrote to Lincoln: 

"Posterity will call you the great emancipator, a more enviable 

title than any crown could be, and greater than any merely 

mundane treasure". Mayor Abel Haywood, a representative for 

workers from Manchester, England, wrote to Lincoln saying, 

"We joyfully honor you for many decisive steps toward 

practically exemplifying your belief in the words of your great 

founders: 'All men are created free and equal.'" The 

Emancipation Proclamation served to ease tensions with 

Europe over the North's conduct of the war, and combined with 

the recent failed Southern offensive at Antietam, to remove any 

practical chance for the Confederacy to receive foreign support 

in the war.  

Gettysburg Address 

Lincoln's Gettysburg Address in November 1863 made indirect 

reference to the Proclamation and the ending of slavery as a 

war goal with the phrase "new birth of freedom". The 

Proclamation solidified Lincoln's support among the rapidly 

growing abolitionist element of the Republican Party and 

ensured that they would not block his re-nomination in 1864.  

Proclamation of Amnesty and 

Reconstruction (1863) 

In December 1863, Lincoln issued his Proclamation of Amnesty 

and Reconstruction, which dealt with the ways the rebel states 
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could reconcile with the Union. Key provisions required that 

the states accept the Emancipation Proclamation and thus the 

freedom of their slaves, and accept the Confiscation Acts, as 

well as the Act banning of slavery in United States territories.  

Postbellum 

Near the end of the war, abolitionists were concerned that the 

Emancipation Proclamation would be construed solely as a war 

measure, Lincoln's original intent, and would no longer apply 

once fighting ended. They also were increasingly anxious to 

secure the freedom of all slaves, not just those freed by the 

Emancipation Proclamation. Thus pressed, Lincoln staked a 

large part of his 1864 presidential campaign on a 

constitutional amendment to abolish slavery uniformly 

throughout the United States. Lincoln's campaign was 

bolstered by separate votes in both Maryland and Missouri to 

abolish slavery in those states. Maryland's new constitution 

abolishing slavery took effect in November 1864. Slavery in 

Missouri was ended by executive proclamation of its governor, 

Thomas C. Fletcher, on January 11, 1865.  

Winning re-election, Lincoln pressed the lame duck38th 

Congress to pass the proposed amendment immediately rather 

than wait for the incoming 39th Congress to convene. In 

January 1865, Congress sent to the state legislatures for 

ratification what became the Thirteenth Amendment, banning 

slavery in all U.S. states and territories. The amendment was 

ratified by the legislatures of enough states by December 6, 

1865, and proclaimed 12 days later. There were approximately 

40,000 slaves in Kentucky and 1,000 in Delaware who were 

liberated then.  
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Critiques 

As the years went on and American life continued to be deeply 

unfair towards blacks, cynicism towards Lincoln and the 

Emancipation Proclamation increased. Perhaps the strongest 

attack was Lerone Bennett'sForced into Glory: Abraham 

Lincoln's White Dream (2000), which claimed that Lincoln was a 

white supremacist who issued the Emancipation Proclamation 

in lieu of the real racial reforms for which radical abolitionists 

pushed. 

In his Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, Allen C. Guelzo 

noted the professional historians' lack of substantial respect 

for the document, since it has been the subject of few major 

scholarly studies. He argued that Lincoln was the US's "last 

Enlightenment politician" and as such was dedicated to 

removing slavery strictly within the bounds of law.  

Other historians have given more credit to Lincoln for what he 

accomplished within the tensions of his cabinet and a society 

at war, for his own growth in political and moral stature, and 

for the promise he held out to the slaves. More might have 

been accomplished if he had not been assassinated. As Eric 

Foner wrote:  

Lincoln was not an abolitionist or Radical Republican, a point 

Bennett reiterates innumerable times. He did not favor 

immediate abolition before the war, and held racist views 

typical of his time. But he was also a man of deep convictions 

when it came to slavery, and during the Civil War displayed a 

remarkable capacity for moral and political growth. 
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Kal Ashraf wrote:  

Perhaps in rejecting the critical dualism–Lincoln as individual 

emancipator pitted against collective self-emancipators–there 

is an opportunity to recognise the greater persuasiveness of 

the combination. In a sense, yes: a racist, flawed Lincoln did 

something heroic, and not in lieu of collective participation, 

but next to, and enabled, by it. To venerate a singular –Great 

Emancipator' may be as reductive as dismissing the 

significance of Lincoln's actions. Who he was as a man, no one 

of us can ever really know. So it is that the version of Lincoln 

we keep is also the version we make. 

Legacy in the civil rights era 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. made many references to the 

Emancipation Proclamation during the civil rights movement. 

These include a speech made at an observance of the 

hundredth anniversary of the issuing of the Proclamation made 

in New York City on September 12, 1962 where he placed it 

alongside the Declaration of Independence as an "imperishable" 

contribution to civilization, and "All tyrants, past, present and 

future, are powerless to bury the truths in these declarations". 

He lamented that despite a history where the United States 

"proudly professed the basic principles inherent in both 

documents", it "sadly practiced the antithesis of these 

principles". He concluded "There is but one way to 

commemorate the Emancipation Proclamation. That is to make 

its declarations of freedom real; to reach back to the origins of 
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our nation when our message of equality electrified an unfree 

world, and reaffirm democracy by deeds as bold and daring as 

the issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation."  

King's most famous invocation of the Emancipation 

Proclamation was in a speech from the steps of the Lincoln 

Memorial at the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom (often referred to as the "I Have a Dream" speech). 

King began the speech saying "Five score years ago, a great 

American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand, signed the 

Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a 

great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had 

been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a 

joyous daybreak to end the long night of captivity. But one 

hundred years later, we must face the tragic fact that the 

Negro is still not free. One hundred years later, the life of the 

Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and 

the chains of discrimination."  

The "Second Emancipation Proclamation" 

In the early 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his 

associates developed a strategy to call on President John F. 

Kennedy to bypass a Southern segregationist opposition in the 

Congress by issuing an executive order to put an end to 

segregation. This envisioned document was referred to as the 

"Second Emancipation Proclamation".  

President John F. Kennedy 

On June 11, 1963, President Kennedy appeared on national 

television to address the issue of civil rights. Kennedy, who 



United States: 1815–1870 

 

178 

had been routinely criticized as timid by some of the leaders of 

the civil rights movement, told Americans that two black 

students had been peacefully enrolled in the University of 

Alabama with the aid of the National Guard despite the 

opposition of Governor George Wallace.  

John Kennedy called it a "moral issue". Invoking the centennial 

of the Emancipation Proclamation he said,  

One hundred years of delay have passed since President 

Lincoln freed the slaves, yet their heirs, their grandsons, are 

not fully free. They are not yet freed from the bonds of 

injustice. They are not yet freed from social and economic 

oppression. And this Nation, for all its hopes and all its 

boasts, will not be fully free until all its citizens are free. We 

preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and we 

cherish our freedom here at home, but are we to say to the 

world, and much more importantly, to each other that this is a 

land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have no 

second-class citizens except Negroes; that we have no class or 

caste system, no ghettoes, no master race except with respect 

to Negroes? Now the time has come for this Nation to fulfill its 

promise. The events in Birmingham and elsewhere have so 

increased the cries for equality that no city or State or 

legislative body can prudently choose to ignore them. 

In the same speech, Kennedy announced he would introduce 

comprehensive civil rights legislation to the United States 

Congress which he did a week later (he continued to push for 

its passage until his assassination in November 1963). 

Historian Peniel E. Joseph holds Lyndon Johnson's ability to 

get that bill, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, passed on July 2, 
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1964 was aided by "the moral forcefulness of the June 11 

speech" that turned "the narrative of civil rights from a 

regional issue into a national story promoting racial equality 

and democratic renewal".  

President Lyndon B. Johnson 

During the civil rights movement of the 1960s, Lyndon B. 

Johnson invoked the Emancipation Proclamation holding it up 

as a promise yet to be fully implemented.  

As vice president while speaking from Gettysburg on May 30, 

1963 (Memorial Day), at the centennial of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, Johnson connected it directly with the ongoing 

civil rights struggles of the time saying "One hundred years 

ago, the slave was freed. One hundred years later, the Negro 

remains in bondage to the color of his skin... In this hour, it is 

not our respective races which are at stake—it is our nation. 

Let those who care for their country come forward, North and 

South, white and Negro, to lead the way through this moment 

of challenge and decision... Until justice is blind to color, until 

education is unaware of race, until opportunity is unconcerned 

with color of men's skins, emancipation will be a proclamation 

but not a fact. To the extent that the proclamation of 

emancipation is not fulfilled in fact, to that extent we shall 

have fallen short of assuring freedom to the free."  

As president, Johnson again invoked the proclamation in a 

speech presenting the Voting Rights Act at a joint session of 

Congress on Monday, March 15, 1965. This was one week after 

violence had been inflicted on peaceful civil rights marchers 

during the Selma to Montgomery marches. Johnson said 
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"... it's not just Negroes, but really it's all of us, who must 

overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. And we 

shall overcome. As a man whose roots go deeply into Southern 

soil, I know how agonizing racial feelings are. I know how 

difficult it is to reshape the attitudes and the structure of our 

society. But a century has passed—more than 100 years—since 

the Negro was freed. And he is not fully free tonight. It was 

more than 100 years ago that Abraham Lincoln—a great 

President of another party—signed the Emancipation 

Proclamation. But emancipation is a proclamation and not a 

fact. A century has passed—more than 100 years—since 

equality was promised, and yet the Negro is not equal. A 

century has passed since the day of promise, and the promise 

is unkept. The time of justice has now come, and I tell you that 

I believe sincerely that no force can hold it back. It is right in 

the eyes of man and God that it should come, and when it 

does, I think that day will brighten the lives of every 

American."  

In popular culture 

In the 1963 episode of The Andy Griffith Show, "Andy Discovers 

America", Andy asks Barney to explain the Emancipation 

Proclamation to Opie who is struggling with history at school. 

Barney brags about his history expertise, yet it is apparent he 

cannot answer Andy's question. He finally becomes frustrated 

and explains it is a proclamation for certain people who wanted 

emancipation. In addition, the Emancipation Proclamation was 

also a main item of discussion in the movie Lincoln (2012) 

directed by Steven Spielberg.  



United States: 1815–1870 

 

181 

The Emancipation Proclamation is celebrated around the world 

including on stamps of nations such as the Republic of Togo. 

The United States commemorative was issued on August 16, 

1963, the opening day of the Century of Negro Progress 

Exposition in Chicago, Illinois. Designed by Georg Olden, an 

initial printing of 120 million stamps was authorized. 

  



Chapter 5 

Alaska 

• Alaska is a state in the Western United States, on

the northwest extremity of the country's west coast.

A semi-exclave of the U.S., it borders the Canadian

province of British Columbia and territory of Yukon

to the east and has a maritime border with Russia's

Chukotka Autonomous Okrug to the west, just

across the Bering Strait. To the north are the

Chukchi and Beaufort seas of the Arctic Ocean,

while the Pacific Ocean lies to the south and

southwest.

Alaska is by far the largest U.S. state by area, comprising more 

total area than the next three largest states Texas, California, 

and Montana combined, and the seventh largest subnational 

division in the world. It is the third-least populous and the 

most sparsely populated state, but by far the continent's most 

populous territory located mostly north of the 60th parallel, 

with a population of 736,081 as of 2020—more than quadruple 

the combined populations of Northern Canada and Greenland. 

Approximately half of Alaska's residents live within the 

Anchorage metropolitan area. The state capital of Juneau is 

the second-largest city in the United States by area, 

comprising more territory than the states of Rhode Island and 

Delaware. The former capital of Alaska, Sitka, is the largest 

U.S. city by area.  

Alaska was occupied by various indigenous peoples for 

thousands of years before the arrival of Europeans. The state 
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is considered the entry point for the settlement of North 

America by way of the Bering land bridge. The Russians were 

the first Europeans to settle the area beginning in the 18th 

century, eventually establishing Russian America, which 

spanned most of the current state.  

The expense and difficulty of maintaining this distant 

possession prompted its sale to the U.S. in 1867 for US$7.2 

million (equivalent to $133 million in 2020), or approximately 

two cents per acre ($4.74/km). The area went through several 

administrative changes before becoming organized as a 

territory on May 11, 1912. It was admitted as the 49th state of 

the U.S. on January 3, 1959.  

While it has one of the smallest state economies in the 

country, Alaska's per capita income is among the highest, 

owing to a diversified economy dominated by fishing, natural 

gas, and oil, all of which it has in abundance. United States 

armed forces bases and tourism are also a significant part of 

the economy; more than half the state is federally owned public 

land, including a multitude of national forests, national parks, 

and wildlife refuges.  

The indigenous population of Alaska is proportionally the 

highest of any U.S. state, at over 15 percent. Close to two 

dozen native languages are spoken, and Alaskan Natives 

exercise considerable influence in local and state politics.  

Etymology 

The name "Alaska" (Russian: Аля �ска, tr.Alyáska) was 

introduced in the Russian colonial period when it was used to 
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refer to the Alaska Peninsula. It was derived from an Aleut-

languageidiom, which figuratively refers to the mainland. 

Literally, it means object to which the action of the sea is 

directed.  

History 

Pre-colonization 

Numerous indigenous peoples occupied Alaska for thousands 

of years before the arrival of European peoples to the area. 

Linguistic and DNA studies done here have provided evidence 

for the settlement of North America by way of the Bering land 

bridge. At the Upward Sun River site in the Tanana River 

Valley in Alaska, remains of a six-week-old infant were found. 

The baby's DNA showed that she belonged to a population that 

was genetically separate from other native groups present 

elsewhere in the New World at the end of the Pleistocene. Ben 

Potter, the University of Alaska Fairbanks archaeologist who 

unearthed the remains at the Upward Sun River site in 2013, 

named this new group Ancient Beringians.  

The Tlingit people developed a society with a matrilineal 

kinship system of property inheritance and descent in what is 

today Southeast Alaska, along with parts of British Columbia 

and the Yukon. Also in Southeast were the Haida, now well 

known for their unique arts. The Tsimshian people came to 

Alaska from British Columbia in 1887, when President Grover 

Cleveland, and later the U.S. Congress, granted them 

permission to settle on Annette Island and found the town of 

Metlakatla. All three of these peoples, as well as other 
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indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest Coast, experienced 

smallpox outbreaks from the late 18th through the mid-19th 

century, with the most devastating epidemics occurring in the 

1830s and 1860s, resulting in high fatalities and social 

disruption.  

The Aleutian Islands are still home to the Aleut people's 

seafaring society, although they were the first Native Alaskans 

to be exploited by the Russians. Western and Southwestern 

Alaska are home to the Yup'ik, while their cousins the Alutiiq ~ 

Sugpiaq live in what is now Southcentral Alaska. The Gwich'in 

people of the northern Interior region are Athabaskan and 

primarily known today for their dependence on the caribou 

within the much-contested Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. The 

North Slope and Little Diomede Island are occupied by the 

widespread Inupiat people.  

Colonization 

Some researchers believe the first Russian settlement in 

Alaska was established in the 17th century. According to this 

hypothesis, in 1648 several koches of SemyonDezhnyov's 

expedition came ashore in Alaska by storm and founded this 

settlement. This hypothesis is based on the testimony of 

Chukchi geographer Nikolai Daurkin, who had visited Alaska in 

1764–1765 and who had reported on a village on the 

Kheuveren River, populated by "bearded men" who "pray to the 

icons". Some modern researchers associate Kheuveren with 

Koyuk River.  

The first European vessel to reach Alaska is generally held to 

be the St. Gabriel under the authority of the surveyor M. S. 
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Gvozdev and assistant navigator I. Fyodorov on August 21, 

1732, during an expedition of Siberian cossack A. F. Shestakov 

and Russian explorer Dmitry Pavlutsky (1729–1735). Another 

European contact with Alaska occurred in 1741, when Vitus 

Bering led an expedition for the Russian Navy aboard the St. 

Peter. After his crew returned to Russia with sea otter pelts 

judged to be the finest fur in the world, small associations of 

fur traders began to sail from the shores of Siberia toward the 

Aleutian Islands. The first permanent European settlement was 

founded in 1784.  

Between 1774 and 1800, Spain sent several expeditions to 

Alaska to assert its claim over the Pacific Northwest. In 1789, 

a Spanish settlement and fort were built in Nootka Sound. 

These expeditions gave names to places such as Valdez, 

Bucareli Sound, and Cordova. Later, the Russian-American 

Company carried out an expanded colonization program during 

the early-to-mid-19th century. Sitka, renamed New Archangel 

from 1804 to 1867, on Baranof Island in the Alexander 

Archipelago in what is now Southeast Alaska, became the 

capital of Russian America. It remained the capital after the 

colony was transferred to the United States. The Russians 

never fully colonized Alaska, and the colony was never very 

profitable. Evidence of Russian settlement in names and 

churches survive throughout southeastern Alaska.  

William H. Seward, the 24th United States Secretary of State, 

negotiated the Alaska Purchase (also known as Seward's Folly) 

with the Russians in 1867 for $7.2 million. Russia's 

contemporary ruler TsarAlexander II, the Emperor of the 

Russian Empire, King of Poland and Grand Duke of Finland, 

also planned the sale; the purchase was made on March 30, 
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1867. Six months later the commissioners arrived in Sitka and 

the formal transfer was arranged; the formal flag-raising took 

place at Fort Sitka on October 18, 1867. In the ceremony 250 

uniformed U.S. soldiers marched to the governor's house at 

"Castle Hill", where the Russian troops lowered the Russian 

flag and the U.S. flag was raised. This event is celebrated as 

Alaska Day, a legal holiday on October 18.  

Alaska was loosely governed by the military initially, and was 

administered as a district starting in 1884, with a governor 

appointed by the United States president. A federal district 

court was headquartered in Sitka. For most of Alaska's first 

decade under the United States flag, Sitka was the only 

community inhabited by American settlers. They organized a 

"provisional city government", which was Alaska's first 

municipal government, but not in a legal sense. Legislation 

allowing Alaskan communities to legally incorporate as cities 

did not come about until 1900, and home rule for cities was 

extremely limited or unavailable until statehood took effect in 

1959.  

Alaska as an incorporated U.S. territory 

Starting in the 1890s and stretching in some places to the 

early 1910s, gold rushes in Alaska and the nearby Yukon 

Territory brought thousands of miners and settlers to Alaska. 

Alaska was officially incorporated as an organized territory in 

1912. Alaska's capital, which had been in Sitka until 1906, 

was moved north to Juneau. Construction of the Alaska 

Governor's Mansion began that same year. European 

immigrants from Norway and Sweden also settled in southeast 

Alaska, where they entered the fishing and logging industries.  
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During World War II, the Aleutian Islands Campaign focused 

on Attu, Agattu and Kiska, all which were occupied by the 

Empire of Japan. During the Japanese occupation, a white 

American civilian and two United States Navy personnel were 

killed at Attu and Kiska respectively, and nearly a total of 50 

Aleut civilians and eight sailors were interned in Japan. About 

half of the Aleuts died during the period of internment. 

Unalaska/Dutch Harbor and Adak became significant bases for 

the United States Army, United States Army Air Forces and 

United States Navy.  

The United States Lend-Lease program involved flying 

American warplanes through Canada to Fairbanks and then 

Nome; Soviet pilots took possession of these aircraft, ferrying 

them to fight the German invasion of the Soviet Union. The 

construction of military bases contributed to the population 

growth of some Alaskan cities.  

Statehood 

Statehood for Alaska was an important cause of James 

Wickersham early in his tenure as a congressional delegate. 

Decades later, the statehood movement gained its first real 

momentum following a territorial referendum in 1946. The 

Alaska Statehood Committee and Alaska's Constitutional 

Convention would soon follow.  

Statehood supporters also found themselves fighting major 

battles against political foes, mostly in the U.S. Congress but 

also within Alaska. Statehood was approved by the U.S. 

Congress on July 7, 1958; Alaska was officially proclaimed a 

state on January 3, 1959.  
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Good Friday earthquake 

• On March 27, 1964, the massive Good Friday 

earthquake killed 133 people and destroyed several 

villages and portions of large coastal communities, 

mainly by the resultant tsunamis and landslides. It 

was the second-most-powerful earthquake in 

recorded history, with a moment magnitude of 9.2 

(more than a thousand times as powerful as the 

1989 San Francisco earthquake). The time of day 

(5:36 pm), time of year (spring) and location of the 

epicenter were all cited as factors in potentially 

sparing thousands of lives, particularly in 

Anchorage. 

Alaska oil boom 

The 1968 discovery of oil at Prudhoe Bay and the 1977 

completion of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System led to an oil 

boom. Royalty revenues from oil have funded large state 

budgets from 1980 onward.  

That same year, not coincidentally, Alaska repealed its state 

income tax.  

In 1989, the Exxon Valdez hit a reef in the Prince William 

Sound, spilling more than 11 million U.S. gallons (42 

megaliters) of crude oil over 1,100 miles (1,800 km) of 

coastline. Today, the battle between philosophies of 

development and conservation is seen in the contentious 

debate over oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge 

and the proposed Pebble Mine.  
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Geography 

Located at the northwest corner of North America, Alaska is 

the northernmost and westernmost state in the United States, 

but also has the most easterly longitude in the United States 

because the Aleutian Islands extend into the Eastern 

Hemisphere. Alaska is the only non-contiguous U.S. state on 

continental North America; about 500 miles (800 km) of British 

Columbia (Canada) separates Alaska from Washington. It is 

technically part of the continental U.S., but is sometimes not 

included in colloquial use; Alaska is not part of the contiguous 

U.S., often called "the Lower 48". The capital city, Juneau, is 

situated on the mainland of the North American continent but 

is not connected by road to the rest of the North American 

highway system.  

The state is bordered by Canada's Yukon and British Columbia 

to the east (making it the only state to border a Canadian 

territory); the Gulf of Alaska and the Pacific Ocean to the 

south and southwest; the Bering Sea, Bering Strait, and 

Chukchi Sea to the west; and the Arctic Ocean to the north. 

Alaska's territorial waters touch Russia's territorial waters in 

the Bering Strait, as the Russian Big Diomede Island and 

Alaskan Little Diomede Island are only 3 miles (4.8 km) apart. 

Alaska has a longer coastline than all the other U.S. states 

combined.  

At 663,268 square miles (1,717,856 km) in area, Alaska is by 

far the largest state in the United States, and is more than 

twice the size of the second-largest U.S. state, Texas. Alaska is 

the seventh largest subnational division in the world, and if it 
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was an independent nation would be the 16th largest country 

in the world, as it is larger than Iran.  

With its myriad islands, Alaska has nearly 34,000 miles 

(55,000 km) of tidal shoreline. The Aleutian Islands chain 

extends west from the southern tip of the Alaska Peninsula. 

Many active volcanoes are found in the Aleutians and in 

coastal regions. Unimak Island, for example, is home to Mount 

Shishaldin, which is an occasionally smoldering volcano that 

rises to 10,000 feet (3,000 m) above the North Pacific. The 

chain of volcanoes extends to Mount Spurr, west of Anchorage 

on the mainland. Geologists have identified Alaska as part of 

Wrangellia, a large region consisting of multiple states and 

Canadian provinces in the Pacific Northwest, which is actively 

undergoing continent building.  

One of the world's largest tides occurs in Turnagain Arm, just 

south of Anchorage, where tidal differences can be more than 

35 feet (10.7 m).  

Alaska has more than three million lakes. Marshlands and 

wetland permafrost cover 188,320 square miles (487,700 km) 

(mostly in northern, western and southwest flatlands). Glacier 

ice covers about 28,957 square miles (75,000 km) of Alaska. 

The Bering Glacier is the largest glacier in North America, 

covering 2,008 square miles (5,200 km) alone.  

Regions 

There are no officially defined borders demarcating the various 

regions of Alaska, but there are six widely accepted regions:  
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South Central 

The most populous region of Alaska, containing Anchorage, the 

Matanuska-Susitna Valley and the Kenai Peninsula. Rural, 

mostly unpopulated areas south of the Alaska Range and west 

of the Wrangell Mountains also fall within the definition of 

South Central, as do the Prince William Sound area and the 

communities of Cordova and Valdez.  

Southeast 

Also referred to as the Panhandle or Inside Passage, this is the 

region of Alaska closest to the contiguous states. As such, this 

was where most of the initial non-indigenous settlement 

occurred in the years following the Alaska Purchase. The 

region is dominated by the Alexander Archipelago as well as 

the Tongass National Forest, the largest national forest in the 

United States. It contains the state capital Juneau, the former 

capital Sitka, and Ketchikan, at one time Alaska's largest city. 

The Alaska Marine Highway provides a vital surface 

transportation link throughout the area and country, as only 

three communities (Haines, Hyder and Skagway) enjoy direct 

connections to the contiguous North American road system.  

Interior 

The Interior is the largest region of Alaska; much of it is 

uninhabited wilderness. Fairbanks is the only large city in the 

region. Denali National Park and Preserve is located here. 

Denali, formerly Mount McKinley, is the highest mountain in 

North America, and is also located here.  
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Southwest 

Southwest Alaska is a sparsely inhabited region stretching 

some 500 miles (800 km) inland from the Bering Sea. Most of 

the population lives along the coast. Kodiak Island is also 

located in Southwest. The massive Yukon–Kuskokwim Delta, 

one of the largest river deltas in the world, is here. Portions of 

the Alaska Peninsula are considered part of Southwest, with 

the remaining portions included with the Aleutian Islands (see 

below).  

North Slope 

The North Slope is mostly tundra peppered with small villages. 

The area is known for its massive reserves of crude oil and 

contains both the National Petroleum Reserve–Alaska and the 

Prudhoe Bay Oil Field. The city of Utqiaġvik, formerly known as 

Barrow, is the northernmost city in the United States and is 

located here. The Northwest Arctic area, anchored by Kotzebue 

and also containing the Kobuk River valley, is often regarded 

as being part of this region. However, the respective Inupiat of 

the North Slope and of the Northwest Arctic seldom consider 

themselves to be one people.  

Aleutian Islands 

More than 300 small volcanic islands make up this chain, 

which stretches more than 1,200 miles (1,900 km) into the 

Pacific Ocean. Some of these islands fall in the Eastern 

Hemisphere, but the International Date Line was drawn west of 

180° to keep the whole state, and thus the entire North 

American continent, within the same legal day. Two of the 
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islands, Attu and Kiska, were occupied by Japanese forces 

during World War II.  

Land ownership 

According to an October 1998 report by the United States 

Bureau of Land Management, approximately 65% of Alaska is 

owned and managed by the U.S. federal government as public 

lands, including a multitude of national forests, national 

parks, and national wildlife refuges. Of these, the Bureau of 

Land Management manages 87 million acres (35 million 

hectares), or 23.8% of the state. The Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge is managed by the United States Fish and Wildlife 

Service. It is the world's largest wildlife refuge, comprising 

16 million acres (6.5 million hectares).  

Of the remaining land area, the state of Alaska owns 

101 million acres (41 million hectares), its entitlement under 

the Alaska Statehood Act. A portion of that acreage is 

occasionally ceded to the organized boroughs presented above, 

under the statutory provisions pertaining to newly formed 

boroughs. Smaller portions are set aside for rural subdivisions 

and other homesteading-related opportunities. These are not 

very popular due to the often remote and roadless locations. 

The University of Alaska, as a land grant university, also owns 

substantial acreage which it manages independently.  

Another 44 million acres (18 million hectares) are owned by 12 

regional, and scores of local, Native corporations created under 

the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) of 1971. 

Regional Native corporationDoyon, Limited often promotes 

itself as the largest private landowner in Alaska in 
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advertisements and other communications. Provisions of 

ANCSA allowing the corporations' land holdings to be sold on 

the open market starting in 1991 were repealed before they 

could take effect. Effectively, the corporations hold title 

(including subsurface title in many cases, a privilege denied to 

individual Alaskans) but cannot sell the land. Individual Native 

allotments can be and are sold on the open market, however.  

Various private interests own the remaining land, totaling 

about one percent of the state. Alaska is, by a large margin, 

the state with the smallest percentage of private land 

ownership when Native corporation holdings are excluded.  

Alaska Heritage Resources Survey 

The Alaska Heritage Resources Survey (AHRS) is a restricted 

inventory of all reported historic and prehistoric sites within 

the U.S. state of Alaska; it is maintained by the Office of 

History and Archaeology. The survey's inventory of cultural 

resources includes objects, structures, buildings, sites, 

districts, and travel ways, with a general provision that they 

are more than fifty years old. As of 31 January 2012, more 

than 35,000 sites have been reported.  

Cities, towns and boroughs 

Alaska is not divided into counties, as most of the other U.S. 

states, but it is divided into boroughs. Many of the more 

densely populated parts of the state are part of Alaska's 16 

boroughs, which function somewhat similarly to counties in 

other states. However, unlike county-equivalents in the other 

49 states, the boroughs do not cover the entire land area of the 
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state. The area not part of any borough is referred to as the 

Unorganized Borough. The Unorganized Borough has no 

government of its own, but the U.S. Census Bureau in 

cooperation with the state divided the Unorganized Borough 

into 11 census areas solely for the purposes of statistical 

analysis and presentation. A recording district is a mechanism 

for management of the public record in Alaska. The state is 

divided into 34 recording districts which are centrally 

administered under a state recorder. All recording districts use 

the same acceptance criteria, fee schedule, etc., for accepting 

documents into the public record.  

Whereas many U.S. states use a three-tiered system of 

decentralization—state/county/township—most of Alaska uses 

only two tiers—state/borough. Owing to the low population 

density, most of the land is located in the Unorganized 

Borough. As the name implies, it has no intermediate borough 

government but is administered directly by the state 

government. In 2000, 57.71% of Alaska's area has this status, 

with 13.05% of the population.  

Anchorage merged the city government with the Greater 

Anchorage Area Borough in 1975 to form the Municipality of 

Anchorage, containing the city proper and the communities of 

Eagle River, Chugiak, Peters Creek, Girdwood, Bird, and 

Indian. Fairbanks has a separate borough (the Fairbanks North 

Star Borough) and municipality (the City of Fairbanks).  

The state's most populous city is Anchorage, home to 278,700 

people in 2006, 225,744 of whom live in the urbanized area. 

The richest location in Alaska by per capita income is Denali 
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($42,245). Yakutat City, Sitka, Juneau, and Anchorage are the 

four largest cities in the U.S. by area.  

Cities and census-designated places (by population) 

As reflected in the 2010 United States census, Alaska has a 

total of 355 incorporated cities and census-designated places 

(CDPs). The tally of cities includes four unified municipalities, 

essentially the equivalent of a consolidated city–county. The 

majority of these communities are located in the rural expanse 

of Alaska known as "The Bush" and are unconnected to the 

contiguous North American road network. The table at the 

bottom of this section lists the 100 largest cities and census-

designated places in Alaska, in population order.  

Of Alaska's 2010 U.S. census population figure of 710,231, 

20,429 people, or 2.88% of the population, did not live in an 

incorporated city or census-designated place.  

Approximately three-quarters of that figure were people who 

live in urban and suburban neighborhoods on the outskirts of 

the city limits of Ketchikan, Kodiak, Palmer and Wasilla. CDPs 

have not been established for these areas by the United States 

Census Bureau, except that seven CDPs were established for 

the Ketchikan-area neighborhoods in the 1980 Census (Clover 

Pass, Herring Cove, Ketchikan East, Mountain Point,  

North Tongass Highway, Pennock Island and Saxman East), but 

have not been used since. The remaining population was 

scattered throughout Alaska, both within organized boroughs 

and in the Unorganized Borough, in largely remote areas.  
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Climate 

• The climate in south and southeastern Alaska is a 

mid-latitude oceanic climate (Köppen climate 

classification: Cfb), and a subarctic oceanic climate 

(KöppenCfc) in the northern parts. On an annual 

basis, the southeast is both the wettest and warmest 

part of Alaska with milder temperatures in the 

winter and high precipitation throughout the year. 

Juneau averages over 50 in (130 cm) of precipitation 

a year, and Ketchikan averages over 150 in (380 cm). 

This is also the only region in Alaska in which the 

average daytime high temperature is above freezing 

during the winter months. 

The climate of Anchorage and south central Alaska is mild by 

Alaskan standards due to the region's proximity to the 

seacoast. While the area gets less rain than southeast Alaska, 

it gets more snow, and days tend to be clearer. On average, 

Anchorage receives 16 in (41 cm) of precipitation a year, with 

around 75 in (190 cm) of snow, although there are areas in the 

south central which receive far more snow. It is a subarctic 

climate (Köppen: Dfc) due to its brief, cool summers.  

The climate of western Alaska is determined in large part by 

the Bering Sea and the Gulf of Alaska. It is a subarctic oceanic 

climate in the southwest and a continental subarctic climate 

farther north. The temperature is somewhat moderate 

considering how far north the area is. This region has a 

tremendous amount of variety in precipitation. An area 

stretching from the northern side of the Seward Peninsula to 

the Kobuk River valley (i.e., the region around Kotzebue Sound) 
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is technically a desert, with portions receiving less than 10 in 

(25 cm) of precipitation annually. On the other extreme, some 

locations between Dillingham and Bethel average around 

100 in (250 cm) of precipitation.  

The climate of the interior of Alaska is subarctic. Some of the 

highest and lowest temperatures in Alaska occur around the 

area near Fairbanks. 

The summers may have temperatures reaching into the 90s °F 

(the low-to-mid 30s °C), while in the winter, the temperature 

can fall below −60 °F (−51 °C). Precipitation is sparse in the 

Interior, often less than 10 in (25 cm) a year, but what 

precipitation falls in the winter tends to stay the entire winter.  

The highest and lowest recorded temperatures in Alaska are 

both in the Interior. The highest is 100 °F (38 °C) in Fort 

Yukon (which is just 8 mi or 13 km inside the arctic circle) on 

June 27, 1915, making Alaska tied with Hawaii as the state 

with the lowest high temperature in the United States.  

The lowest official Alaska temperature is −80 °F (−62 °C) in 

Prospect Creek on January 23, 1971, one degree above the 

lowest temperature recorded in continental North America (in 

Snag, Yukon, Canada).  

The climate in the extreme north of Alaska is Arctic (Köppen: 

ET) with long, very cold winters and short, cool summers. Even 

in July, the average low temperature in Utqiaġvik is 34 °F 

(1 °C). Precipitation is light in this part of Alaska, with many 

places averaging less than 10 in (25 cm) per year, mostly as 

snow which stays on the ground almost the entire year.  
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Demographics 

The United States Census Bureau found in the 2020 United 

States census that the population of Alaska was 736,081 on 

April 1, 2020, a 3.6% increase since the 2010 United States 

census. According to the 2010 United States census, the U.S. 

state of Alaska had a population of 710,231, increasing from 

626,932 at the 2000 U.S. census.  

In 2010, Alaska ranked as the 47th state by population, ahead 

of North Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming (and Washington, 

D.C.). Estimates show North Dakota ahead as of 2018. Alaska 

is the least densely populated state, and one of the most 

sparsely populated areas in the world, at 1.2 inhabitants per 

square mile (0.46/km), with the next state, Wyoming, at 5.8 

inhabitants per square mile (2.2/km). Alaska is by far the 

largest U.S. state by area, and the tenth wealthiest (per capita 

income). As of 2018 due to its population size, it is one of 14 

U.S. states that still have only one telephone area code.  

The 2019 American Community Survey estimated 60.2% of the 

population was non-Hispanic white, 3.7% Black or African 

American, 15.6% American Indian or Alaska Native, 6.5% 

Asian, 1.4% Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander, 7.5% 

two or more races, and 7.3% Hispanic or Latin American of any 

race. At the survey estimates, 7.8% of the total population was 

foreign-born from 2015 to 2019. In 2015, 61.3% was non-

Hispanic white, 3.4% Black or African American, 13.3% 

American Indian or Alaska Native, 6.2% Asian, 0.9% Native 

Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander, 0.3% some other race, and 

7.7% multiracial. Hispanics and Latin Americans were 7% of 

the state population in 2015. From 2015 to 2019, the largest 
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Hispanic and Latin American groups were Mexican Americans, 

Puerto Ricans, and Cuban Americans. The largest Asian groups 

living in the state were Filipinos, Korean Americans, and 

Japanese and Chinese Americans.  

The state was 66.7% White (64.1% non-Hispanic white), 14.8% 

American Indian and Alaska Native, 5.4% Asian, 3.3% Black or 

African American, 1.0% Native Hawaiian and other Pacific 

Islander, 1.6% from some other race, and 7.3% from two or 

more races in 2010. Hispanics or Latin Americans of any race 

made up 5.5% of the population in 2010. As of 2011, 50.7% of 

Alaska's population younger than one year of age belonged to 

minority groups (i.e., did not have two parents of non-Hispanic 

white ancestry). In 1960, the United States Census Bureau 

reported Alaska's population as 77.2% White, 3% Black, and 

18.8% American Indian and Alaska Native.  

Languages 

According to the 2011 American Community Survey, 83.4% of 

people over the age of five spoke only English at home. About 

3.5% spoke Spanish at home, 2.2% spoke another Indo-

European language, about 4.3% spoke an Asian language 

(including Tagalog), and about 5.3% spoke other languages at 

home. In 2019, the American Community Survey determined 

83.7% spoke only English, and 16.3% spoke another language 

other than English. The most spoken European language after 

English was Spanish, spoken by approximately 4.0% of the 

state population. Collectively, Asian and Pacific Islander 

languages were spoken by 5.6% of Alaskans. Since 2010, a 

total of 5.2% of Alaskans speak one of the state's 20 

indigenous languages, known locally as "native languages".  
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The Alaska Native Language Center at the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks claims that at least 20 Alaskan native languages 

exist and there are also some languages with different dialects. 

Most of Alaska's native languages belong to either the Eskimo–

Aleut or Na-Dene language families; however, some languages 

are thought to be isolates (e.g. Haida) or have not yet been 

classified (e.g. Tsimshianic). As of 2014 nearly all of Alaska's 

native languages were classified as either threatened, shifting, 

moribund, nearly extinct, or dormant languages.  

In October 2014, the governor of Alaska signed a bill declaring 

the state's 20 indigenous languages to have official status. 

This bill gave them symbolic recognition as official languages, 

though they have not been adopted for official use within the 

government. The 20 languages that were included in the bill 

are:  

• Inupiaq 

• Siberian Yupik 

• Central Alaskan Yup'ik 

• Alutiiq 

• Unangax 

• Dena'ina 

• DegXinag 

• Holikachuk 

• Koyukon 

• Upper Kuskokwim 

• Gwich'in 

• Tanana 

• Upper Tanana 

• Tanacross 

• Hän 
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• Ahtna 

• Eyak 

• Tlingit 

• Haida 

• Tsimshian 

Religion 

According to statistics collected by the Association of Religion 

Data Archives from 2010, about 34% of Alaska residents were 

members of religious congregations. Of the religious 

population, 100,960 people identified as evangelical 

Protestants; 50,866 as Roman Catholic; and 32,550 as 

mainline Protestants. Roughly 4% were Mormon, 0.5% Jewish, 

1% Muslim, 0.5% Buddhist, 0.2% Bahá ʼ í, and 0.5% Hindu. 

The largest religious denominations in Alaska as of 2010 was 

the Catholic Church with 50,866 adherents; non-

denominational Evangelicals with 38,070 adherents; The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints with 32,170 

adherents; and the Southern Baptist Convention with 19,891 

adherents. Alaska has been identified, along with Pacific 

Northwest states Washington and Oregon, as being the least 

religious states of the USA, in terms of church membership.  

The Pew Research Center in 2014 determined 62% of the adult 

population practiced Christianity. Protestantism was the 

largest Christian tradition, dominated by Evangelicalism. 

Mainline Protestants were the second largest Protestant 

Christian group, followed by predominantly African American 

churches. The Catholic Church remained the largest single 

Christian tradition practiced in Alaska. Of the unaffiliated 

population, they made up the largest non-Christian religious 
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affiliation. Atheists made up 5% of the population and the 

largest non-Christian religion was Buddhism.  

In 1795, the first Russian Orthodox Church was established in 

Kodiak. Intermarriage with Alaskan Natives helped the Russian 

immigrants integrate into society. As a result, an increasing 

number of Russian Orthodox churches gradually became 

established within Alaska. Alaska also has the largest Quaker 

population (by percentage) of any state. In 2009 there were 

6,000 Jews in Alaska (for whom observance of halakhamay 

pose special problems). Alaskan Hindus often share venues 

and celebrations with members of other Asian religious 

communities, including Sikhs and Jains. In 2010, Alaskan 

Hindus established the Sri Ganesha Temple of Alaska, making 

it the first Hindu Temple in Alaska and the northernmost 

Hindu Temple in the world. There are an estimated 2,000–

3,000 Hindus in Alaska. The vast majority of Hindus live in 

Anchorage or Fairbanks.  

Estimates for the number of Muslims in Alaska range from 

2,000 to 5,000. The Islamic Community Center of Anchorage 

began efforts in the late 1990s to construct a mosque in 

Anchorage. They broke ground on a building in south 

Anchorage in 2010 and were nearing completion in late 2014. 

When completed, the mosque will be the first in the state and 

one of the northernmost mosques in the world. There's also a 

Bahá ʼ í center.  

Economy 

As of 2016, Alaska had a total employment of 266,072. The 

number of employer establishments was 21,077.  
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The 2018 gross state product was $55 billion, 48th in the U.S.. 

Its per capita personal income for 2018 was $73,000, ranking 

7th in the nation. According to a 2013 study by Phoenix 

Marketing International, Alaska had the fifth-largest number of 

millionaires per capita in the United States, with a ratio of 

6.75 percent. The oil and gas industry dominates the Alaskan 

economy, with more than 80% of the state's revenues derived 

from petroleum extraction. Alaska's main export product 

(excluding oil and natural gas) is seafood, primarily salmon, 

cod, Pollock and crab. Agriculture represents a very small 

fraction of the Alaskan economy. Agricultural production is 

primarily for consumption within the state and includes 

nursery stock, dairy products, vegetables, and livestock. 

Manufacturing is limited, with most foodstuffs and general 

goods imported from elsewhere.  

Employment is primarily in government and industries such as 

natural resource extraction, shipping, and transportation. 

Military bases are a significant component of the economy in 

the Fairbanks North Star, Anchorage and Kodiak Island 

boroughs, as well as Kodiak. Federal subsidies are also an 

important part of the economy, allowing the state to keep taxes 

low. Its industrial outputs are crude petroleum, natural gas, 

coal, gold, precious metals, zinc and other mining, seafood 

processing, timber and wood products. There is also a growing 

service and tourism sector. Tourists have contributed to the 

economy by supporting local lodging.  

Energy 

Alaska has vast energy resources, although its oil reserves 

have been largely depleted. Major oil and gas reserves were 
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found in the Alaska North Slope (ANS) and Cook Inlet basins, 

but according to the Energy Information Administration, by 

February 2014 Alaska had fallen to fourth place in the nation 

in crude oil production after Texas, North Dakota, and 

California. Prudhoe Bay on Alaska's North Slope is still the 

second highest-yielding oil field in the United States, typically 

producing about 400,000 barrels per day (64,000 m/d), 

although by early 2014 North Dakota's Bakken Formation was 

producing over 900,000 barrels per day (140,000 m/d). 

Prudhoe Bay was the largest conventional oil field ever 

discovered in North America, but was much smaller than 

Canada's enormous Athabasca oil sands field, which by 2014 

was producing about 1,500,000 barrels per day (240,000 m/d) 

of unconventional oil, and had hundreds of years of producible 

reserves at that rate.  

The Trans-Alaska Pipeline can transport and pump up to 2.1 

million barrels (330,000 m) of crude oil per day, more than any 

other crude oil pipeline in the United States. Additionally, 

substantial coal deposits are found in Alaska's bituminous, 

sub-bituminous, and lignite coal basins. The United States 

Geological Survey estimates that there are 85.4 trillion cubic 

feet (2,420 km) of undiscovered, technically recoverable gas 

from natural gas hydrates on the Alaskan North Slope. Alaska 

also offers some of the highest hydroelectric power potential in 

the country from its numerous rivers. Large swaths of the 

Alaskan coastline offer wind and geothermal energy potential 

as well.  

Alaska's economy depends heavily on increasingly expensive 

diesel fuel for heating, transportation, electric power and light. 

Although wind and hydroelectric power are abundant and 
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underdeveloped, proposals for statewide energy systems (e.g. 

with special low-cost electric interties) were judged 

uneconomical (at the time of the report, 2001) due to low (less 

than 50¢/gal) fuel prices, long distances and low population. 

The cost of a gallon of gas in urban Alaska today is usually 

thirty to sixty cents higher than the national average; prices in 

rural areas are generally significantly higher but vary widely 

depending on transportation costs, seasonal usage peaks, 

nearby petroleum development infrastructure and many other 

factors.  

Permanent Fund 

The Alaska Permanent Fund is a constitutionally authorized 

appropriation of oil revenues, established by voters in 1976 to 

manage a surplus in state petroleum revenues from oil, largely 

in anticipation of the then recently constructed Trans-Alaska 

Pipeline System. The fund was originally proposed by Governor 

Keith Miller on the eve of the 1969 Prudhoe Bay lease sale, out 

of fear that the legislature would spend the entire proceeds of 

the sale (which amounted to $900 million) at once. It was later 

championed by Governor Jay Hammond and Kenaistate 

representative Hugh Malone. It has served as an attractive 

political prospect ever since, diverting revenues which would 

normally be deposited into the general fund.  

The Alaska Constitution was written so as to discourage 

dedicating state funds for a particular purpose. The Permanent 

Fund has become the rare exception to this, mostly due to the 

political climate of distrust existing during the time of its 

creation. From its initial principal of $734,000, the fund has 

grown to $50 billion as a result of oil royalties and capital 
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investment programs. Most if not all the principal is invested 

conservatively outside Alaska. This has led to frequent calls by 

Alaskan politicians for the Fund to make investments within 

Alaska, though such a stance has never gained momentum.  

Starting in 1982, dividends from the fund's annual growth 

have been paid out each year to eligible Alaskans, ranging from 

an initial $1,000 in 1982 (equal to three years' payout, as the 

distribution of payments was held up in a lawsuit over the 

distribution scheme) to $3,269 in 2008 (which included a one-

time $1,200 "Resource Rebate"). Every year, the state 

legislature takes out 8% from the earnings, puts 3% back into 

the principal for inflation proofing, and the remaining 5% is 

distributed to all qualifying Alaskans. To qualify for the 

Permanent Fund Dividend, one must have lived in the state for 

a minimum of 12 months, maintain constant residency subject 

to allowable absences, and not be subject to court judgments 

or criminal convictions which fall under various disqualifying 

classifications or may subject the payment amount to civil 

garnishment.  

The Permanent Fund is often considered to be one of the 

leading examples of a "Basic income" policy in the world.  

Cost of living 

The cost of goods in Alaska has long been higher than in the 

contiguous 48 states. Federal government employees, 

particularly United States Postal Service (USPS) workers and 

active-duty military members, receive a Cost of Living 

Allowance usually set at 25% of base pay because, while the 

cost of living has gone down, it is still one of the highest in the 
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country. Rural Alaska suffers from extremely high prices for 

food and consumer goods compared to the rest of the country, 

due to the relatively limited transportation infrastructure.  

Agriculture and fishing 

Due to the northern climate and short growing season, 

relatively little farming occurs in Alaska. Most farms are in 

either the Matanuska Valley, about 40 miles (64 km) northeast 

of Anchorage, or on the Kenai Peninsula, about 60 miles 

(97 km) southwest of Anchorage. The short 100-day growing 

season limits the crops that can be grown, but the long sunny 

summer days make for productive growing seasons. The 

primary crops are potatoes, carrots, lettuce, and cabbage.  

The Tanana Valley is another notable agricultural locus, 

especially the Delta Junction area, about 100 miles (160 km) 

southeast of Fairbanks, with a sizable concentration of farms 

growing agronomic crops; these farms mostly lie north and east 

of Fort Greely. This area was largely set aside and developed 

under a state program spearheaded by Hammond during his 

second term as governor. Delta-area crops consist 

predominantly of barley and hay. West of Fairbanks lies 

another concentration of small farms catering to restaurants, 

the hotel and tourist industry, and community-supported 

agriculture.  

Alaskan agriculture has experienced a surge in growth of 

market gardeners, small farms and farmers' markets in recent 

years, with the highest percentage increase (46%) in the nation 

in growth in farmers' markets in 2011, compared to 17% 

nationwide. The peony industry has also taken off, as the 
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growing season allows farmers to harvest during a gap in 

supply elsewhere in the world, thereby filling a niche in the 

flower market.  

Alaska, with no counties, lacks county fairs. However, a small 

assortment of state and local fairs (with the Alaska State Fair 

in Palmer the largest), are held mostly in the late summer. The 

fairs are mostly located in communities with historic or 

current agricultural activity, and feature local farmers 

exhibiting produce in addition to more high-profile commercial 

activities such as carnival rides, concerts and food. "Alaska 

Grown" is used as an agricultural slogan.  

Alaska has an abundance of seafood, with the primary fisheries 

in the Bering Sea and the North Pacific. Seafood is one of the 

few food items that is often cheaper within the state than 

outside it. Many Alaskans take advantage of salmon seasons to 

harvest portions of their household diet while fishing for 

subsistence, as well as sport. This includes fish taken by hook, 

net or wheel.  

Hunting for subsistence, primarily caribou, moose, and Dall 

sheep is still common in the state, particularly in remote Bush 

communities. An example of a traditional native food is 

Akutaq, the Eskimo ice cream, which can consist of reindeer 

fat, seal oil, dried fish meat and local berries.  

Alaska's reindeer herding is concentrated on Seward 

Peninsula, where wild caribou can be prevented from mingling 

and migrating with the domesticated reindeer.  

Most food in Alaska is transported into the state from 

"Outside" (the other 49 US states), and shipping costs make 
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food in the cities relatively expensive. In rural areas, 

subsistence hunting and gathering is an essential activity 

because imported food is prohibitively expensive. Although 

most small towns and villages in Alaska lie along the coastline, 

the cost of importing food to remote villages can be high, 

because of the terrain and difficult road conditions, which 

change dramatically, due to varying climate and precipitation 

changes. The cost of transport can reach as high as 50¢ per 

pound ($1.10/kg) or more in some remote areas, during the 

most difficult times, if these locations can be reached at all 

during such inclement weather and terrain conditions. The 

cost of delivering a 1 US gallon (3.8 L) of milk is about $3.50 

in many villages where per capita income can be $20,000 or 

less. Fuel cost per gallon is routinely twenty to thirty cents 

higher than the contiguous United States average, with only 

Hawaii having higher prices.  

Culture 

Some of Alaska's popular annual events are the Iditarod Trail 

Sled Dog Race from Anchorage to Nome, World Ice Art 

Championships in Fairbanks, the Blueberry Festival and 

Alaska Hummingbird Festival in Ketchikan, the Sitka Whale 

Fest, and the Stikine River Garnet Fest in Wrangell. The 

Stikine River attracts the largest springtime concentration of 

American bald eagles in the world.  

The Alaska Native Heritage Center celebrates the rich heritage 

of Alaska's 11 cultural groups. Their purpose is to encourage 

cross-cultural exchanges among all people and enhance self-

esteem among Native people. The Alaska Native Arts 
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Foundation promotes and markets Native art from all regions 

and cultures in the State, using the internet.  

Music 

Influences on music in Alaska include the traditional music of 

Alaska Natives as well as folk music brought by later 

immigrants from Russia and Europe. Prominent musicians 

from Alaska include singer Jewel, traditional Aleut flautist 

Mary Youngblood, folk singer-songwriter Libby Roderick, 

Christian music singer-songwriter Lincoln Brewster, 

metal/post hardcore band 36 Crazyfists and the groups 

Pamyua and Portugal. The Man.  

There are many established music festivals in Alaska, 

including the Alaska Folk Festival, the Fairbanks Summer Arts 

Festival the Anchorage Folk Festival, the Athabascan Old-Time 

Fiddling Festival, the Sitka Jazz Festival, and the Sitka 

Summer Music Festival. The most prominent orchestra in 

Alaska is the Anchorage Symphony Orchestra, though the 

Fairbanks Symphony Orchestra and Juneau Symphony are also 

notable. The Anchorage Opera is currently the state's only 

professional opera company, though there are several volunteer 

and semi-professional organizations in the state as well.  

The official state song of Alaska is "Alaska's Flag", which was 

adopted in 1955; it celebrates the flag of Alaska.  

Alaska in film and on television 

Alaska's first independent picture entirely made in Alaska was 

The Chechahcos, produced by Alaskan businessman Austin E. 

Lathrop and filmed in and around Anchorage. Released in 1924 
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by the Alaska Moving Picture Corporation, it was the only film 

the company made. One of the most prominent movies filmed 

in Alaska is MGM's Eskimo/Mala The Magnificent, starring 

Alaska Native Ray Mala. In 1932 an expedition set out from 

MGM's studios in Hollywood to Alaska to film what was then 

billed as "The Biggest Picture Ever Made". Upon arriving in 

Alaska, they set up "Camp Hollywood" in Northwest Alaska, 

where they lived during the duration of the filming. Louis B. 

Mayer spared no expense in spite of the remote location, going 

so far as to hire the chef from the Hotel Roosevelt in Hollywood 

to prepare meals.  

When Eskimo premiered at the Astor Theatre in New York City, 

the studio received the largest amount of feedback in its 

history. Eskimo was critically acclaimed and released 

worldwide; as a result, Mala became an international movie 

star. Eskimo won the first Oscar for Best Film Editing at the 

Academy Awards, and showcased and preserved aspects of 

Inupiat culture on film.  

The 1983 Disney movie Never Cry Wolf was at least partially 

shot in Alaska. The 1991 film White Fang, based on Jack 

London's 1906 novel and starring Ethan Hawke, was filmed in 

and around Haines. Steven Seagal's 1994 On Deadly Ground, 

starring Michael Caine, was filmed in part at the Worthington 

Glacier near Valdez. The 1999 John Sayles film Limbo, starring 

David Strathairn, Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio, and Kris 

Kristofferson, was filmed in Juneau.  

The psychological thriller Insomnia, starring Al Pacino and 

Robin Williams, was shot in Canada, but was set in Alaska. 

The 2007 film directed by Sean Penn, Into The Wild, was 
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partially filmed and set in Alaska. The film, which is based on 

the novel of the same name, follows the adventures of 

Christopher McCandless, who died in a remote abandoned bus 

along the Stampede Trail west of Healy in 1992.  

Many films and television shows set in Alaska are not filmed 

there; for example, Northern Exposure, set in the fictional town 

of Cicely, Alaska, was filmed in Roslyn, Washington. The 2007 

horror feature 30 Days of Night is set in Barrow, Alaska, but 

was filmed in New Zealand.  

Many reality television shows are filmed in Alaska. In 2011 the 

Anchorage Daily News found ten set in the state.  

Public health and public safety 

The Alaska State Troopers are Alaska's statewide police force. 

They have a long and storied history, but were not an official 

organization until 1941. Before the force was officially 

organized, law enforcement in Alaska was handled by various 

federal agencies. Larger towns usually have their own local 

police and some villages rely on "Public Safety Officers" who 

have police training but do not carry firearms. In much of the 

state, the troopers serve as the only police force available. In 

addition to enforcing traffic and criminal law, wildlife Troopers 

enforce hunting and fishing regulations. Due to the varied 

terrain and wide scope of the Troopers' duties, they employ a 

wide variety of land, air, and water patrol vehicles.  

Many rural communities in Alaska are considered "dry", having 

outlawed the importation of alcoholic beverages. Suicide rates 

for rural residents are higher than urban.  
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Domestic abuse and other violent crimes are also at high levels 

in the state; this is in part linked to alcohol abuse. Alaska has 

the highest rate of sexual assault in the nation, especially in 

rural areas. The average age of sexually assaulted victims is 16 

years old. In four out of five cases, the suspects were relatives, 

friends or acquaintances.  

Education 

The Alaska Department of Education and Early Development 

administers many school districts in Alaska. In addition, the 

state operates a boarding school, Mt. Edgecumbe High School 

in Sitka, and provides partial funding for other boarding 

schools, including Nenana Student Living Center in Nenana 

and The Galena Interior Learning Academy in Galena.  

There are more than a dozen colleges and universities in 

Alaska. Accredited universities in Alaska include the University 

of Alaska Anchorage, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 

University of Alaska Southeast, and Alaska Pacific University. 

Alaska is the only state that has no institutions that are part 

of NCAA Division I.  

The Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development 

operates AVTEC, Alaska's Institute of Technology. Campuses in 

Seward and Anchorage offer one-week to 11-month training 

programs in areas as diverse as Information Technology, 

Welding, Nursing, and Mechanics.  

Alaska has had a problem with a "brain drain". Many of its 

young people, including most of the highest academic 

achievers, leave the state after high school graduation and do 
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not return. As of 2013, Alaska did not have a law school or 

medical school. The University of Alaska has attempted to 

combat this by offering partial four-year scholarships to the 

top 10% of Alaska high school graduates, via the Alaska 

Scholars Program.  

Beginning in 1998, schools in rural Alaska must have at least 

10 students to retain funding from the state, and campuses 

not meeting the number close. This was due to the loss in oil 

revenues that previously propped up smaller rural schools. In 

2015 there was a proposal to raise that minimum to 25, but 

legislators in the state largely did not agree.  

Transportation 

Roads 

• Alaska has few road connections compared to the 

rest of the U.S. The state's road system, covering a 

relatively small area of the state, linking the central 

population centers and the Alaska Highway, the 

principal route out of the state through Canada. The 

state capital, Juneau, is not accessible by road, only 

a car ferry; this has spurred debate over decades 

about moving the capital to a city on the road 

system, or building a road connection from Haines. 

The western part of Alaska has no road system 

connecting the communities with the rest of Alaska.  

The Interstate Highways in Alaska consists of a total of 1,082 

miles (1,741 km). One unique feature of the Alaska Highway 

system is the Anton Anderson Memorial Tunnel, an active 
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Alaska Railroad tunnel recently upgraded to provide a paved 

roadway link with the isolated community of Whittier on Prince 

William Sound to the Seward Highway about 50 miles (80 km) 

southeast of Anchorage at Portage. At 2.5 miles (4.0 km), the 

tunnel was the longest road tunnel in North America until 

2007. The tunnel is the longest combination road and rail 

tunnel in North America.  

Rail 

Built around 1915, the Alaska Railroad (ARR) played a key role 

in the development of Alaska through the 20th century. It links 

north Pacific shipping through providing critical infrastructure 

with tracks that run from Seward to Interior Alaska by way of 

South Central Alaska, passing through Anchorage, Eklutna, 

Wasilla, Talkeetna, Denali, and Fairbanks, with spurs to 

Whittier, Palmer and North Pole. The cities, towns, villages, 

and region served by ARR tracks are known statewide as "The 

Railbelt". In recent years, the ever-improving paved highway 

system began to eclipse the railroad's importance in Alaska's 

economy.  

The railroad played a vital role in Alaska's development, 

moving freight into Alaska while transporting natural 

resources southward, such as coal from the Usibelli coal mine 

near Healy to Seward and gravel from the Matanuska Valley to 

Anchorage. It is well known for its summertime tour passenger 

service.  

The Alaska Railroad was one of the last railroads in North 

America to use cabooses in regular service and still uses them 

on some gravel trains. It continues to offer one of the last flag 
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stop routes in the country. A stretch of about 60 miles 

(100 km) of track along an area north of Talkeetna remains 

inaccessible by road; the railroad provides the only 

transportation to rural homes and cabins in the area. Until 

construction of the Parks Highway in the 1970s, the railroad 

provided the only land access to most of the region along its 

entire route.  

In northern Southeast Alaska, the White Pass and Yukon Route 

also partly runs through the state from Skagway northwards 

into Canada (British Columbia and Yukon Territory), crossing 

the border at White Pass Summit. This line is now mainly used 

by tourists, often arriving by cruise liner at Skagway. It was 

featured in the 1983 BBC television series Great Little 

Railways. 

The Alaska Rail network is not connected to Outside. (The 

nearest link to the North American railway network is the 

northwest terminus of the Canadian National Railway at Prince 

Rupert, British Columbia, several hundred miles to the 

southeast.) In 2000, the U.S. Congress authorized $6 million to 

study the feasibility of a rail link between Alaska, Canada, and 

the lower 48.  

Some private companies provides car float service between 

Whittier and Seattle.  

Marine transport 

• Many cities, towns and villages in the state do not 

have road or highway access; the only modes of 

access involve travel by air, river, or the sea.  
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Alaska's well-developed state-owned ferry system (known as 

the Alaska Marine Highway) serves the cities of southeast, the 

Gulf Coast and the Alaska Peninsula. The ferries transport 

vehicles as well as passengers. The system also operates a 

ferry service from Bellingham, Washington and Prince Rupert, 

British Columbia, in Canada through the Inside Passage to 

Skagway. The Inter-Island Ferry Authority also serves as an 

important marine link for many communities in the Prince of 

Wales Island region of Southeast and works in concert with the 

Alaska Marine Highway.  

In recent years, cruise lines have created a summertime 

tourism market, mainly connecting the Pacific Northwest to 

Southeast Alaska and, to a lesser degree, towns along Alaska's 

gulf coast. The population of Ketchikan for example fluctuates 

dramatically on many days—up to four large cruise ships can 

dock there at the same time.  

Air transport 

Cities not served by road, sea, or river can be reached only by 

air, foot, dogsled, or snowmachine, accounting for Alaska's 

extremely well developed bush air services—an Alaskan 

novelty. Anchorage and, to a lesser extent Fairbanks, is served 

by many major airlines. Because of limited highway access, air 

travel remains the most efficient form of transportation in and 

out of the state. Anchorage recently completed extensive 

remodeling and construction at Ted Stevens Anchorage 

International Airport to help accommodate the upsurge in 

tourism (in 2012–2013, Alaska received almost two million 

visitors).  
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Regular flights to most villages and towns within the state that 

are commercially viable are challenging to provide, so they are 

heavily subsidized by the federal government through the 

Essential Air Service program. Alaska Airlines is the only major 

airline offering in-state travel with jet service (sometimes in 

combination cargo and passenger Boeing 737-400s) from 

Anchorage and Fairbanks to regional hubs like Bethel, Nome, 

Kotzebue, Dillingham, Kodiak, and other larger communities as 

well as to major Southeast and Alaska Peninsula communities.  

The bulk of remaining commercial flight offerings come from 

small regional commuter airlines such as Ravn Alaska, PenAir, 

and Frontier Flying Service. The smallest towns and villages 

must rely on scheduled or chartered bush flying services using 

general aviation aircraft such as the Cessna Caravan, the most 

popular aircraft in use in the state. Much of this service can be 

attributed to the Alaska bypass mail program which subsidizes 

bulk mail delivery to Alaskan rural communities. The program 

requires 70% of that subsidy to go to carriers who offer 

passenger service to the communities.  

Many communities have small air taxi services. These 

operations originated from the demand for customized 

transport to remote areas. Perhaps the most quintessentially 

Alaskan plane is the bush seaplane. The world's busiest 

seaplane base is Lake Hood, located next to Ted Stevens 

Anchorage International Airport, where flights bound for 

remote villages without an airstrip carry passengers, cargo, 

and many items from stores and warehouse clubs. In 2006 

Alaska had the highest number of pilots per capita of any U.S. 

state.  
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Other transport 

Another Alaskan transportation method is the dogsled. In 

modern times (that is, any time after the mid-late 1920s), dog 

mushing is more of a sport than a true means of 

transportation. Various races are held around the state, but 

the best known is the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race, a 1,150-

mile (1,850 km) trail from Anchorage to Nome (although the 

distance varies from year to year, the official distance is set at 

1,049 miles or 1,688 km). The race commemorates the famous 

1925 serum run to Nome in which mushers and dogs like Togo 

and Balto took much-needed medicine to the diphtheria-

stricken community of Nome when all other means of 

transportation had failed. Mushers from all over the world 

come to Anchorage each March to compete for cash, prizes, and 

prestige. The "Serum Run" is another sled dog race that more 

accurately follows the route of the famous 1925 relay, leaving 

from the community of Nenana (southwest of Fairbanks) to 

Nome.  

In areas not served by road or rail, primary transportation in 

summer is by all-terrain vehicle and in winter by snowmobile 

or "snow machine", as it is commonly referred to in Alaska.  

Data transport 

Alaska's internet and other data transport systems are 

provided largely through the two major telecommunications 

companies: GCI and Alaska Communications. GCI owns and 

operates what it calls the Alaska United Fiber Optic system 

and, as of late 2011, Alaska Communications advertised that it 

has "two fiber optic paths to the lower 48 and two more across 
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Alaska. In January 2011, it was reported that a $1 billion 

project to connect Asia and rural Alaska was being planned, 

aided in part by $350 million in stimulus from the federal 

government.  

Law and government 

State government 

Like all other U.S. states, Alaska is governed as a republic, 

with three branches of government: an executive branch 

consisting of the governor of Alaska and his or her appointees 

which head executive departments; a legislative branch 

consisting of the Alaska House of Representatives and Alaska 

Senate; and a judicial branch consisting of the Alaska Supreme 

Court and lower courts.  

The state of Alaska employs approximately 16,000 people 

statewide.  

The Alaska Legislature consists of a 40-member House of 

Representatives and a 20-member Senate. Senators serve four-

year terms and House members two. The governor of Alaska 

serves four-year terms. The lieutenant governor runs 

separately from the governor in the primaries, but during the 

general election, the nominee for governor and nominee for 

lieutenant governor run together on the same ticket.  

Alaska's court system has four levels: the Alaska Supreme 

Court, the Alaska Court of Appeals, the superior courts and 

the district courts. The superior and district courts are trial 

courts. Superior courts are courts of general jurisdiction, while 
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district courts hear only certain types of cases, including 

misdemeanor criminal cases and civil cases valued up to 

$100,000.  

The Supreme Court and the Court of Appeals are appellate 

courts. The Court of Appeals is required to hear appeals from 

certain lower-court decisions, including those regarding 

criminal prosecutions, juvenile delinquency, and habeas 

corpus. The Supreme Court hears civil appeals and may in its 

discretion hear criminal appeals.  

State politics 

Although in its early years of statehood Alaska was a 

Democratic state, since the early 1970s it has been 

characterized as Republican-leaning. Local political 

communities have often worked on issues related to land use 

development, fishing, tourism, and individual rights. Alaska 

Natives, while organized in and around their communities, 

have been active within the Native corporations. These have 

been given ownership over large tracts of land, which require 

stewardship.  

Alaska was formerly the only state in which possession of one 

ounce or less of marijuana in one's home was completely legal 

under state law, though the federal law remains in force.  

The state has an independence movement favoring a vote on 

secession from the United States, with the Alaskan 

Independence Party.  

Six Republicans and four Democrats have served as governor of 

Alaska. In addition, Republican governor Wally Hickel was 
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elected to the office for a second term in 1990 after leaving the 

Republican party and briefly joining the Alaskan Independence 

Party ticket just long enough to be reelected. He officially 

rejoined the Republican party in 1994.  

Alaska's voter initiative making marijuana legal took effect on 

February 24, 2015, placing Alaska alongside Colorado and 

Washington as the first three U.S. states where recreational 

marijuana is legal. The new law means people over 21 can 

consume small amounts of pot. The first legal marijuana store 

opened in Valdez in October 2016.  

Taxes 

To finance state government operations, Alaska depends 

primarily on petroleum revenues and federal subsidies. This 

allows it to have the lowest individual tax burden in the United 

States. It is one of five states with no sales tax, one of seven 

states with no individual income tax, and—along with New 

Hampshire—one of two that has neither. The Department of 

Revenue Tax Division reports regularly on the state's revenue 

sources. The Department also issues an annual summary of its 

operations, including new state laws that directly affect the tax 

division. In 2014 the Tax Foundation ranked Alaska as having 

the fourth most "business friendly" tax policy, behind only 

Wyoming, South Dakota, and Nevada.  

While Alaska has no state sales tax, 89 municipalities collect a 

local sales tax, from 1.0 to 7.5%, typically 3–5%. Other local 

taxes levied include raw fish taxes, hotel, motel, and bed-and-

breakfast 'bed' taxes, severance taxes, liquor and tobacco 

taxes, gaming (pull tabs) taxes, tire taxes and fuel transfer 
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taxes. A part of the revenue collected from certain state taxes 

and license fees (such as petroleum, aviation motor fuel, 

telephone cooperative) is shared with municipalities in Alaska.  

The fall in oil prices after the fracking boom in the early 2010s 

has decimated Alaska's state treasury, which has historically 

received about 85 percent of its revenue from taxes and fees 

imposed on oil and gas companies. The state government has 

had to drastically reduce its budget, and has brought its 

budget shortfall from over $2 billion in 2016 to under 

$500 million by 2018. In 2020, Alaska's state government 

budget was $4.8 billion, while projected government revenues 

were only $4.5 billion.  

Federal politics 

Alaska regularly supports Republicans in presidential elections 

and has done so since statehood. Republicans have won the 

state's electoral college votes in all but one election that it has 

participated in (1964). No state has voted for a Democratic 

presidential candidate fewer times. Alaska was carried by 

Democratic nominee Lyndon B. Johnson during his landslide 

election in 1964, while the 1960 and 1968 elections were close. 

Since 1972, however, Republicans have carried the state by 

large margins. In 2008, Republican John McCain defeated 

Democrat Barack Obama in Alaska, 59.49% to 37.83%. 

McCain's running mate was Sarah Palin, the state's governor 

and the first Alaskan on a major party ticket. Obama lost 

Alaska again in 2012, but he captured 40% of the state's vote 

in that election, making him the first Democrat to do so since 

1968.  
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The Alaska Bush, central Juneau, midtown and downtown 

Anchorage, and the areas surrounding the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks campus and Ester have been strongholds of the 

Democratic Party. The Matanuska-Susitna Borough, the 

majority of Fairbanks (including North Pole and the military 

base), and South Anchorage typically have the strongest 

Republican showing.  

Elections 

In the 2020 election cycle, Alaskan voters approved Ballot 

Measure 2. The measure passed by a margin of 1.1%, or about 

4,000 votes. The measure requires campaigns to disclose the 

original source and any intermediaries for campaign 

contributions over $2,000. The measure establishes non-

partisan blanket primaries for statewide elections (like in 

Washington state and California) and ranked-choice voting 

(like in Maine). Alaska is the third state with jungle primaries 

for all statewide races, the second state with ranked voting, 

and the only state with both.  

The first race to use the new system of elections will be the 

2022 Senate election in which Lisa Murkowski will run for re-

election. 
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