
The United States entered the 1860s carrying a contradiction it had avoided resolving 
since its founding. The nation spoke of liberty while allowing human beings to be bought, 
sold, inherited, mortgaged, beaten, separated from their children, and forced to labor 
without wages. Political compromises had repeatedly postponed a final confrontation, 
but each new territory raised the same dangerous question: would slavery be allowed to 
expand? That question affected congressional power, presidential elections, land 
ownership, national wealth, and the future direction of the country. By 1861, the political 
system could no longer contain the conflict it had spent decades delaying. The Civil War 
became the violent reckoning between a nation claiming freedom and a slaveholding 
order determined to preserve itself. 

Slavery was the central cause of secession. Southern political leaders also spoke about 
state sovereignty, constitutional interpretation, economic interests, and resistance to 
federal power, but the particular state power they were defending was the power to 
maintain slavery. The declarations issued by several seceding states said so openly, 
discussing the protection of slave property, white supremacy, and Northern resistance to 
the return of escaped enslaved people. Arguments about tariffs had appeared in earlier 
sectional conflicts, but tariffs did not cause the secession crisis of 1860 and 1861. The 
Southern economy, political structure, and social hierarchy were built around enslaved 
labor. Separating slavery from the causes of the war removes the institution that gave the 
other disputes their explosive force. 

Cotton made that institution enormously profitable. By 1860, the United States produced 
most of the cotton used by the British and American textile industries, and enslaved 
people supplied the labor that made this production possible. Cotton was called “King 
Cotton” because Southern leaders believed its importance would protect their society 
and possibly force European nations to support the Confederacy. Enslaved people were 
also forced to cultivate tobacco, rice, sugar, and food crops, perform skilled trades, work 
in homes, construct railroads, and labor in mines and factories. Their bodies were treated 
as financial assets that could secure loans or be sold to pay debts. Slavery was therefore 
both a labor system and a system of accumulated wealth. 

That wealth shaped national development far beyond the plantations. Northern banks 
financed slave-based agriculture, Northern ships carried slave-produced goods, 
insurance companies protected slaveholders against financial losses, and textile mills 
turned cotton into finished products. The country’s economy was interconnected even 
though slavery was concentrated in the South. Many white Northerners opposed the 
expansion of slavery without supporting racial equality, while others defended Black 
rights or demanded immediate abolition. Some feared that enslaved labor would compete 
with free white labor in the western territories. The Northern population held different 
motives, but Southern secession was driven by the belief that slavery had become 
politically unsafe within the Union. 



Westward expansion kept reopening the conflict. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 
attempted to preserve balance between free and slave states, admitting Missouri as a 
slave state and Maine as a free state while restricting slavery in part of the Louisiana 
Purchase. The Compromise of 1850 admitted California as a free state but included a 
stronger Fugitive Slave Act, requiring the return of people accused of escaping slavery. 
That law brought the power of slaveholders into Northern communities and punished 
people who assisted escapees. Free Black citizens could be seized and carried South 
with little opportunity to prove their status. The attempt to settle the issue instead forced 
more Northerners to confront the human reality of slavery. 

Congress created another crisis with the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. The law allowed 
settlers in those territories to decide whether slavery would be permitted, a principle 
called popular sovereignty. Proslavery and antislavery settlers rushed into Kansas, 
hoping to control elections and determine its future. Fraud, intimidation, competing 
governments, and armed violence followed in a period known as Bleeding Kansas. 
Homes were destroyed, people were killed, and the territory became a smaller version of 
the national conflict approaching the country. The violence showed that voting alone 
could not peacefully settle the issue when both sides believed the result would determine 
the future of slavery. 

The Supreme Court made the division worse in Dred Scott v. Sandford in 1857. Dred 
Scott was an enslaved man who argued that living with his enslaver in free territory had 
made him free. Chief Justice Roger B. Taney’s decision declared that Black people of 
African descent could not be citizens under the Constitution and that Congress lacked 
the power to prohibit slavery in federal territories. The ruling threatened to open western 
territories to slavery regardless of earlier compromises. It also showed free Black 
Americans that even freedom did not guarantee national citizenship. Instead of removing 
slavery from politics, the Court expanded the crisis. 

Resistance continued outside the courtroom. Frederick Douglass attacked slavery 
through speeches, newspapers, political organizing, and the force of his own life as a 
man who had escaped bondage and claimed his voice. Harriet Tubman repeatedly 
returned South to guide others toward freedom, risking capture and death while building 
networks of trust. Black communities sheltered escapees, raised money, formed 
vigilance committees, published antislavery arguments, and challenged laws meant to 
deny their humanity. White abolitionists also worked against slavery, though they 
disagreed over politics, moral persuasion, and armed resistance. The movement was 
never carried by one heroic figure; it depended upon thousands of people whose names 
were not recorded. 

John Brown pushed the conflict toward open violence in 1859. Brown and a small 
interracial group attacked the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, hoping to seize 
weapons and encourage a larger uprising among enslaved people. The plan failed, and 
Brown was captured by forces commanded by Colonel Robert E. Lee. Virginia tried and 
executed him for treason, murder, and attempting to incite an enslaved rebellion. Many 



white Southerners saw the raid as proof that antislavery forces intended to destroy their 
society through violence. Brown’s death turned him into a martyr for some abolitionists 
and a symbol of terror for many slaveholders. 

The presidential election of 1860 brought the political crisis to its breaking point. The 
Democratic Party split into Northern and Southern wings, while the Constitutional Union 
Party tried to avoid a direct position on slavery. Abraham Lincoln ran as the Republican 
candidate on a platform opposing the expansion of slavery into the territories. He did not 
campaign on immediately abolishing slavery where it already existed, but Southern 
leaders believed stopping its expansion would eventually weaken it. Lincoln won the 
presidency through the electoral vote without carrying a single slave state. South 
Carolina responded by leaving the Union in December 1860. 

Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas followed before Lincoln 
took office. These seven states formed the Confederate States of America and selected 
Jefferson Davis as president. Confederate leaders wrote a new constitution that 
protected slavery more explicitly than the United States Constitution had. They seized 
federal property throughout the South, although a few forts remained under United 
States control. Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina had not yet seceded. 
The future of those states would be decided after the first shots were fired. 

Fort Sumter stood in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina, still occupied by United States 
troops. When Lincoln attempted to send provisions to the fort, Confederate forces 
opened fire on April 12, 1861. The garrison surrendered after a bombardment lasting 
more than a day, with no soldiers killed during the actual exchange of fire. Lincoln then 
called for 75,000 volunteers to suppress the rebellion. Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and 
North Carolina refused to provide troops against the Confederacy and seceded. The 
Confederacy now contained eleven states, while the Union held twenty-three. 

Four slave states—Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri—remained in the Union. 
Their loyalty was crucial because losing Maryland could have surrounded Washington, 
D.C., with Confederate territory, while Kentucky and Missouri controlled important rivers, 
roads, and routes into the West. These states were called border states because they 
stood between the free states and the Confederacy while continuing to allow slavery. 
Their populations were divided, and some residents fought for the Union while others 
joined Confederate forces. Kentucky initially attempted neutrality, and Missouri 
experienced its own internal war between competing governments and armed groups. 
The national conflict frequently divided neighborhoods and families rather than following 
a perfectly clean geographic line. 

Both sides entered the war with advantages. The Union had a much larger population, 
more factories, greater railroad capacity, a stronger financial system, an established 
navy, and the ability to manufacture more weapons and supplies. The Confederacy 
fought mostly on familiar territory and needed to survive rather than conquer the entire 
North. Southern forces also benefited from experienced officers, including men who had 



served in the United States Army before resigning to join their states. Confederate 
leaders hoped Northern voters would eventually lose the will to continue the war. They 
also expected cotton to persuade Britain or France to recognize and assist their new 
nation. 

Recognition from a major European power could have changed the war. Britain and 
France needed cotton, but neither country wanted to rush into a conflict with the United 
States. Britain had abolished slavery in most of its empire decades earlier, and open 
support for a slaveholding republic would have created political problems among British 
workers and antislavery groups. European manufacturers also found cotton from Egypt, 
India, and other sources, reducing the force of the Confederate strategy. The 
Emancipation Proclamation later made European intervention even less likely by publicly 
tying Union victory to the destruction of slavery. Cotton proved valuable, but it did not 
become the diplomatic weapon Confederate leaders expected. 

The Union’s broad strategy became known as the Anaconda Plan. It called for a naval 
blockade of Southern ports, control of the Mississippi River, and pressure against 
Confederate armies and transportation systems. A blockade uses naval power to prevent 
goods, weapons, and ships from entering or leaving an enemy’s ports. The plan was 
named after a snake that crushes its prey because the Union intended to squeeze the 
Confederacy economically and geographically. Capturing the Mississippi would divide 
the Confederacy and restrict the movement of soldiers and supplies. Taking Richmond, 
the Confederate capital, mattered politically, but destroying Confederate armies was 
more important than occupying a single city. 

Many Americans expected the war to end quickly. The First Battle of Bull Run, fought 
near Manassas, Virginia, in July 1861, exposed that illusion. Civilians had traveled from 
Washington to observe what they imagined would be a dramatic but manageable Union 
victory. Confederate forces drove the Union army from the field, and the retreat became 
confused and humiliating. The battle showed that enthusiasm could not replace training, 
organization, logistics, or experienced command. Both governments began preparing for 
a longer war. 

Logistics became one of the great forces controlling events. Logistics means moving 
food, ammunition, clothing, medicine, horses, equipment, and replacement soldiers to 
the places where they are needed. An army could contain brave men and skilled officers 
yet still fail if its soldiers were hungry, its horses were exhausted, or its ammunition 
could not reach the battlefield. Railroads allowed armies to move faster than in earlier 
American wars, while telegraphs carried information across long distances. Rivers 
functioned as military highways, making control of the Mississippi, Tennessee, and 
Cumberland rivers extremely important. The war was fought with weapons, but it was 
sustained through transportation, production, and supply. 

Most soldiers served in the infantry, the branch that fought primarily on foot. Cavalry 
units used horses for scouting, communication, raids, and attacks, while artillery crews 



operated cannons. Rifled muskets fired spinning bullets with greater range and accuracy 
than older smoothbore weapons. The Minié ball, a soft lead projectile, could shatter 
bones and produce terrible wounds. Officers often used formations inherited from earlier 
warfare, sending tightly arranged groups of men across open ground against improved 
firepower. Surgeons could sometimes save a life through amputation, but infection, 
blood loss, and disease killed enormous numbers. 

Medical knowledge had serious limits. Germ theory—the understanding that microscopic 
organisms cause many diseases—had not yet been fully accepted or applied in military 
medicine. Surgeons often moved between patients without properly sterilizing 
instruments or washing their hands. Crowded camps, contaminated water, poor 
sanitation, insects, and inadequate nutrition allowed illnesses such as dysentery, 
typhoid, pneumonia, and measles to spread. Disease killed more soldiers than combat 
did. Nurses, relief workers, and sanitation reformers improved care, but the medical 
system remained overwhelmed by the size of the war. 

Women carried responsibilities that traditional military histories often pushed into the 
background. They managed farms, businesses, households, and plantations while men 
were away, worked in factories, organized supplies, raised money, served as nurses, 
gathered intelligence, and sometimes disguised themselves to enlist. Clara Barton 
treated wounded soldiers and later helped establish the American Red Cross. Dorothea 
Dix supervised female nurses for the Union Army, while Black women such as Susie King 
Taylor served as nurses, teachers, and workers alongside Black regiments. Harriet 
Tubman acted as a scout, nurse, organizer, and spy for the Union. Their labor kept armies 
functioning and communities alive. 

The war also depended upon what enslaved people chose to do. From its earliest 
months, men, women, and children escaped plantations and entered Union-controlled 
areas. Their movement deprived the Confederacy of labor while giving the Union 
knowledge about roads, rivers, fortifications, troop locations, and local conditions. Union 
General Benjamin Butler began classifying escapees who reached Fort Monroe as 
“contraband of war,” refusing to return them to Confederate enslavers. The word 
contraband normally referred to property seized from an enemy, revealing that federal 
policy had not yet recognized escapees as fully free people. Nevertheless, the policy 
created an opening through which thousands claimed freedom for themselves. 

Their arrival forced the federal government to face questions it had hoped to postpone. 
Were Union troops fighting only to restore the nation, or would the war destroy the 
system that had caused secession? Congress passed Confiscation Acts allowing the 
seizure and eventual liberation of certain enslaved people used to support the 
Confederacy. Military commanders applied these policies unevenly, and some Union 
officers continued returning escapees to enslavers. Enslaved families kept crossing 
Union lines anyway, building refugee settlements near military camps and demanding 
wages, protection, education, and legal recognition. Emancipation developed through 



pressure from Black people, military necessity, abolitionist organizing, congressional 
action, and Lincoln’s changing policy. 

The fighting grew more destructive in 1862. In the Western theater—the military region 
between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River—Ulysses S. Grant 
captured Fort Henry and Fort Donelson, helping the Union penetrate Tennessee. At 
Shiloh in April, Union and Confederate armies suffered approximately 23,000 casualties 
in two days. A casualty is a soldier killed, wounded, captured, or missing, not only 
someone who died. The numbers shocked Americans who were still learning what an 
industrial-scale war would cost. Grant’s willingness to continue after the first day helped 
prevent a Confederate victory and strengthened the Union position in the West. 

Farther east, General George B. McClellan trained the Army of the Potomac into a large 
and organized force but repeatedly hesitated to use it aggressively. During the Peninsula 
Campaign, he attempted to approach Richmond from the southeast but withdrew after 
the Seven Days Battles. Robert E. Lee took command of the Army of Northern Virginia 
and adopted a more aggressive style, using movement, surprise, and divided forces to 
pressure larger Union armies. Lee’s victories made him the Confederacy’s most 
celebrated commander, but his offensives also produced casualties the South could not 
easily replace. His boldness created opportunities while steadily consuming the army he 
needed to preserve. 

Lee invaded Maryland in September 1862, hoping to win supplies, encourage European 
recognition, influence Northern politics, and possibly draw Maryland toward the 
Confederacy. Union soldiers found a copy of his campaign orders, giving McClellan 
unusual knowledge of Confederate movements. The armies met near Sharpsburg along 
Antietam Creek on September 17. Antietam became the bloodiest single day in American 
military history, with roughly 23,000 men killed, wounded, or missing. Lee withdrew to 
Virginia, allowing Lincoln to present the battle as a Union success. The result gave the 
president the political moment he needed to announce a major change in the war. 

Lincoln issued a preliminary emancipation warning after Antietam. It declared that 
enslaved people in states still rebelling on January 1, 1863, would be free. The final 
Emancipation Proclamation applied to territory under Confederate control, not to loyal 
border states or Southern areas already occupied by the Union. It therefore did not 
immediately free every enslaved person in the country. Its power came from changing 
federal war policy: wherever Union armies advanced into Confederate territory, they were 
now authorized to destroy slavery rather than protect it. The proclamation also opened 
the United States military more fully to Black men. 

Nearly 180,000 Black men eventually served in the Union Army, with approximately 
20,000 more serving in the Navy. Together they helped turn a war for national reunion 
into a war in which Black Americans fought directly for their own freedom and 
citizenship. Many had escaped slavery; others came from free Black communities in the 
North and South. Their families understood that Confederate capture could mean 



enslavement or execution rather than ordinary imprisonment. Black soldiers received 
lower pay than white soldiers for much of the war and protested until equal pay was 
granted retroactively. Their service challenged the country to explain how men could 
wear its uniform, die beneath its flag, and still be denied equal citizenship. 

The 54th Massachusetts Infantry became one of the best-known Black regiments. Led by 
white officer Robert Gould Shaw, the regiment attacked Fort Wagner near Charleston in 
July 1863. The assault failed, and the unit suffered severe casualties, including Shaw’s 
death. Its courage helped answer racist claims that Black men would not fight effectively. 
Other regiments served throughout the South and West, guarding supply lines, 
conducting raids, occupying captured territory, and fighting major engagements. Black 
military service was much broader than one famous attack. 

Confederate treatment of Black troops revealed the stakes of the conflict. At Fort Pillow, 
Tennessee, in April 1864, Confederate forces under Nathan Bedford Forrest overran a 
Union position defended partly by Black soldiers. Large numbers of Union troops, 
especially Black troops, were killed during and after the collapse of resistance. Reports 
of the massacre spread throughout the North and strengthened Black soldiers’ 
determination to fight. “Remember Fort Pillow” became a battle cry. Surrender could not 
be trusted when the enemy refused to recognize Black men as legitimate soldiers. 

Black women also carried the war directly into Confederate territory. Harriet Tubman 
helped lead the Combahee River Raid in South Carolina in June 1863, working with Union 
forces to strike plantations, destroy Confederate resources, and guide more than 700 
enslaved people toward freedom. Tubman’s knowledge of secret movement, local 
communication, and human behavior made her valuable in ways formal military rank 
could not measure. The freed people did not merely wait to be rescued; many boarded 
Union vessels, provided information, joined military service, and helped liberate 
relatives. Freedom advanced through coordinated action between military force and 
people prepared to leave slavery when an opening appeared. The event showed 
emancipation operating as something people did, not merely something written on 
government paper. 

The summer of 1863 became a major turning point. Lee invaded Pennsylvania and met 
Union forces at Gettysburg from July 1 through July 3. The battle involved intense 
fighting at locations such as Little Round Top, the Wheatfield, Devil’s Den, and Cemetery 
Ridge. On the final day, Confederate troops crossed open ground during Pickett’s Charge 
and were devastated by Union fire. Lee’s army escaped back to Virginia, but the 
Confederacy never again mounted an invasion of the North on the same scale. 
Gettysburg did not make Union victory inevitable, but it ended a major opportunity for 
Confederate success. 

One day after the fighting at Gettysburg ended, Vicksburg, Mississippi, surrendered to 
Grant. The city’s position above the Mississippi River had made it essential to 
Confederate transportation and defense. Grant used maneuver, river crossings, repeated 



attacks, and finally a siege to trap the garrison. A siege surrounds a defended place and 
cuts off supplies until the occupants surrender or are overwhelmed. With Vicksburg 
captured and Port Hudson falling soon afterward, the Union controlled the Mississippi 
River. The Confederacy was now divided geographically, restricting communication and 
movement between its eastern and western regions. 

Lincoln traveled to Gettysburg in November 1863 to dedicate a cemetery for Union 
soldiers. His Gettysburg Address was brief, but it placed the war inside a larger argument 
about the meaning of the country. He connected the struggle to the Declaration of 
Independence and its claim that all people are created equal. The speech described the 
war as a test of whether a democratic nation could survive an armed attempt to destroy 
it. Union victory was becoming connected to a “new birth of freedom,” not simply the 
restoration of the old Union. That language carried a promise the country would still have 
to prove through law and practice. 

Life on the home front became harder as the war continued. Both governments 
eventually used conscription, meaning compulsory military service. Wealthier Union men 
could initially pay a $300 commutation fee or hire substitutes, leading many workers to 
believe the system placed the heaviest burden on the poor. The Confederacy allowed 
certain exemptions, including one related to plantations with twenty or more enslaved 
people, creating complaints that it was a rich man’s war fought by poor men. Inflation 
and food shortages struck the South severely, contributing to bread riots led by women 
in Richmond and other cities. War demanded sacrifice, but that sacrifice was never 
distributed equally. 

The New York City Draft Riots of July 1863 revealed how opposition to the war could turn 
into racial terror. Working-class anger over conscription, job competition, political 
manipulation, and the ability of wealthier men to avoid service exploded into several days 
of violence. Black residents were beaten, tortured, lynched, and driven from their 
neighborhoods, while homes, businesses, and a Black orphanage were attacked. The 
rioters treated Black people as responsible for a war created by slaveholding secession 
and national political failure. Union troops eventually restored order after being sent from 
the Gettysburg battlefield. The violence showed that fighting the Confederacy did not 
mean racial hatred had disappeared from the North. 

The Confederacy experienced its own internal divisions. Many non-slaveholding white 
Southerners supported secession, served in Confederate armies, and believed their 
future was tied to the slaveholding society around them. Others resented planter wealth, 
conscription, food seizures, and government policies that favored large slaveholders. 
Deserters hid in remote regions, Unionist communities resisted Confederate authorities, 
and some white Southerners joined the United States Army. Enslaved people weakened 
the Confederate war effort through escape, work slowdowns, information sharing, 
destruction of property, and refusal to continue supporting plantations when control 
collapsed. The Confederacy fought the Union while also struggling to maintain authority 
over its own population. 



Grant became general-in-chief of all Union armies in 1864. He understood that earlier 
Union commanders had often treated each battle as a separate contest, allowing 
Confederate armies time to recover. Grant coordinated pressure across several regions 
so Confederate forces could not easily transfer soldiers from one threatened area to 
another. He accompanied the Army of the Potomac against Lee while William Tecumseh 
Sherman advanced toward Atlanta. The resulting Overland Campaign produced 
horrifying casualties at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor. Grant’s strategy 
was costly, but the Union could replace men and supplies more effectively than the 
Confederacy. 

The fighting eventually settled around Petersburg, Virginia, where trenches stretched 
across the landscape. Petersburg was a transportation center supplying Richmond and 
Lee’s army. The long siege anticipated the trench warfare that would later define much of 
World War I. Soldiers constructed earthworks, lived under artillery fire, endured disease, 
and fought over railroads supplying the Confederate capital. Grant extended Union lines 
until Lee’s position became impossible to maintain. The war in Virginia had become a 
contest of endurance the Confederacy was losing. 

Sherman captured Atlanta in September 1864, delivering both a military and political 
victory. The fall of the city strengthened Northern confidence at a moment when many 
people doubted the war could be won. Lincoln faced reelection against George 
McClellan, whose Democratic Party platform called for negotiations, although McClellan 
personally rejected parts of that peace position. Union military success helped Lincoln 
win the election decisively. Soldiers voting from the field supported him by large 
margins. The result ensured that the federal government would continue fighting rather 
than negotiate a settlement that might preserve slavery or Confederate independence. 

After Atlanta, Sherman led approximately 60,000 troops toward Savannah in the March to 
the Sea. His army destroyed railroads, military facilities, cotton, supplies, and other 
property supporting the Confederate war effort. Soldiers also looted and damaged 
civilian property, and their actions brought fear and hardship to communities along the 
route. Sherman practiced what is sometimes called hard war: attacking the enemy’s 
economic capacity and willingness to continue, not only its soldiers on a battlefield. This 
was not identical to the total warfare of the twentieth century, which often involved 
systematic mass attacks on civilian populations, but it expanded the accepted targets of 
military destruction. Thousands of enslaved people left plantations and followed the 
advancing army, viewing Union troops as a path out of bondage. 

The approach of freedom created an immediate question about land and survival. 
Emancipated families needed food, shelter, work, schools, protection, and the ability to 
live without economic dependence on former enslavers. Sherman’s Special Field Order 
No. 15 reserved coastal land in parts of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida for 
settlement by formerly enslaved families. This order became associated with the promise 
of “forty acres and a mule,” although the order primarily concerned land. Black families 
understood that legal freedom without land could leave them vulnerable to the same 



people who had previously controlled their labor. The question of economic 
independence was already waiting before the shooting stopped. 

Congress moved toward permanent abolition because the Emancipation Proclamation 
was a wartime order with geographic limits. The Thirteenth Amendment passed 
Congress in January 1865 and was ratified by the states that December. It abolished 
slavery and involuntary servitude except as punishment for a crime. The amendment 
reached places the proclamation had not, including loyal slave states. Its exception for 
criminal punishment would later be exploited through discriminatory arrests, convict 
leasing, and forced prison labor. Slavery ended constitutionally, but the struggle over 
coerced Black labor did not disappear. 

By early 1865, the Confederacy was collapsing. Its railroads were breaking down, food 
and supplies were scarce, desertion was increasing, and Union armies were advancing 
through Virginia and the Carolinas. Lee abandoned Petersburg and Richmond in early 
April, hoping to move west and unite with another Confederate force. Grant pursued him 
and blocked his route. Surrounded and unable to feed his army, Lee surrendered the 
Army of Northern Virginia at Appomattox Court House on April 9, 1865. Grant allowed 
Confederate soldiers to return home with their personal horses and did not stage a 
ceremony designed to humiliate them. 

Appomattox did not end every military operation immediately. Confederate General 
Joseph E. Johnston surrendered a large force to Sherman in North Carolina later that 
month, while other commands surrendered across the South and West during the 
following weeks. News moved slowly, and scattered violence continued. The last major 
Confederate force west of the Mississippi surrendered in June. Confederate president 
Jefferson Davis was captured in Georgia in May. The war ended through a series of 
collapses and surrenders rather than one single moment. 

Lincoln did not live to direct the peace. On April 14, 1865, actor and Confederate 
sympathizer John Wilkes Booth shot him at Ford’s Theatre in Washington. Lincoln died 
the following morning, only days after Lee’s surrender. Booth participated in a broader 
conspiracy that included an attack on Secretary of State William Seward and a failed plan 
against Vice President Andrew Johnson. The assassination placed Reconstruction into 
Johnson’s hands. The country lost its president at the moment it needed to decide how 
former Confederate states would return and what protection freedpeople would receive. 

The human cost of the war was staggering. Traditional estimates placed military deaths 
at about 620,000, while later research suggests the number may have been closer to 
750,000. Hundreds of thousands more were wounded, and many lived with amputations, 
chronic pain, blindness, disease, or psychological suffering that the period did not have 
adequate language to describe. Civilian deaths, displacement, hunger, destroyed 
property, and economic collapse added to the damage. Nearly every community had lost 
sons, fathers, brothers, husbands, neighbors, or friends. Victory did not return the dead 
or restore the lives people had known. 



The South’s physical landscape had also been transformed. Railroads, farms, cities, 
plantations, bridges, and factories had been damaged or destroyed, especially in heavily 
contested areas. Confederate currency became worthless, slaveholders lost billions of 
dollars in wealth they had claimed through human ownership, and the plantation labor 
system could no longer legally operate through bondage. Yet most land remained in the 
hands of white owners. Freed families possessed freedom but usually lacked money, 
property, legal protection, and access to credit. The structure of power had been shaken 
without being completely dismantled. 

Black Americans emerged from the war having done far more than wait for Lincoln or 
Union armies to deliver freedom. They escaped plantations, entered military camps, 
provided intelligence, served in the Army and Navy, guided troops, nursed the wounded, 
taught newly freed people, protected families, and demanded recognition as citizens. 
Their actions changed Union policy and increased the military pressure on the 
Confederacy. Black service also created a direct claim upon the nation: those who had 
fought beneath the flag could not honestly be treated as people without rights. The Civil 
War destroyed slavery partly because enslaved and free Black people forced the nation 
to act upon the contradiction it had long tolerated. 

Union victory settled several constitutional questions through force. States could no 
longer claim a right to leave the Union whenever national political decisions displeased 
them. The federal government emerged stronger, with expanded power over taxation, 
banking, currency, military mobilization, and national economic policy. Slavery was 
abolished, but citizenship and voting rights still required the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments during Reconstruction. The war preserved the United States while 
changing what preservation meant. Restoring the country exactly as it had existed before 
1861 was no longer possible because the old Union had protected slavery. 

Memory soon became another field of conflict. Former Confederates and their 
descendants developed the Lost Cause interpretation, portraying secession as a noble 
defense of local freedom while minimizing or denying slavery’s central role. Robert E. 
Lee was elevated into a nearly flawless symbol, Confederate soldiers were presented 
only as courageous defenders of home, and enslaved people were falsely described as 
content or loyal. Schoolbooks, monuments, speeches, organizations, and films repeated 
this account for generations. The purpose was not simply to honor the dead; it helped 
justify the restoration of white political control after Reconstruction. A distorted memory 
of the war made later racial oppression easier to defend. 

Union memory could also be incomplete. Celebrating Lincoln and battlefield victory 
sometimes allowed the country to avoid confronting the Black struggle that pushed 
emancipation forward. White Americans could praise the end of slavery while resisting 
equal schools, fair courts, voting rights, land ownership, and protection from racial 
terror. Military victory removed the legal institution but did not automatically remove the 
beliefs, economic interests, and power relationships built around it. Freedom had been 
won in one form and immediately entered another struggle. The war’s conclusion opened 



the question of whether emancipation would become full citizenship or remain a limited 
freedom controlled by others. 

The Civil War was fought by human beings who rarely understood the whole conflict as 
clearly as later generations can examine it. Some Union soldiers fought to save the 
country, some to destroy slavery, and many came to connect the two purposes over time. 
Confederate soldiers held different personal motives, including loyalty to family, 
community, or state, but they served a government created to preserve a slaveholding 
order. Enslaved people recognized an opportunity inside the chaos and acted upon it. 
Political leaders made decisions while dealing with limited information, public pressure, 
military failure, and the possibility that the country might permanently divide. 

Its lasting meaning rests in what the war changed and what it left unresolved. The United 
States survived, four million enslaved people gained legal freedom, and slavery lost the 
protection of the Constitution. Black men wore the uniform of a country that had doubted 
their citizenship and helped save that country from destruction. At the same time, most 
freed families received no land, white resistance remained organized, and national 
commitment to racial equality weakened after the war. The battlefield had answered 
whether slavery would continue legally and whether the Union could be broken by 
secession. The harder work of building an equal nation was carried forward into 
Reconstruction, Jim Crow, the Civil Rights Movement, and every later struggle over the 
meaning of American freedom. 

 


