
The War Before The War: A Forgotten Chapter
of American History
When we think of the American Civil War, images of soldiers, battles, and the fight
for emancipation come to mind. But what if I told you that there was a war before
the war? A war that laid the foundation for the bloodshed and division that would
consume the nation. It’s a forgotten chapter of American history that deserves our
attention.

During the early 19th century, the United States was a nation divided. Slavery
became a hotly debated issue, and tensions between the North and the South
started to escalate. But what many people don't realize is that long before the first
shots of the Civil War were fired, another war was underway: the War Before The
War.

This war was not fought with guns and cannons, but with words, ideas, and the
fight for freedom. It was a war fought by abolitionists and enslaved individuals
who risked their lives to challenge the institution of slavery. It was a war fought in
courtrooms, lecture halls, and slave markets. It was a war fought in the hearts
and minds of Americans.
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The War Before The War began with the rise of the abolitionist movement in the
early 19th century. Influenced by the ideals of the American Revolution and the
Enlightenment, abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe,
and William Lloyd Garrison began to speak out against the horrors of slavery.

These abolitionists used their words to expose the inhumanity of slavery and to
advocate for its immediate abolition. They wrote books, delivered speeches, and
published newspapers and pamphlets that reached a wide audience. Through
their efforts, they helped to shape public opinion and change the way many
Americans viewed slavery.

One of the key battles in the War Before The War was the legal fight for freedom.
Enslaved individuals who sought their liberty took their cases to the courts,
hoping for a chance at emancipation. These cases challenged the legality of
slavery and forced the country to examine its own moral contradictions.

One such case was the landmark decision in the Dred Scott v. Sandford case.
Dred Scott, an enslaved man, sued for his freedom after being taken to free
territories by his owner. The Supreme Court's ruling in 1857 stated that enslaved
individuals were not citizens and had no right to sue in court. This decision further
divided the nation and fueled the flames of the impending Civil War.

In addition to the legal battles, the Underground Railroad played a crucial role in
the War Before The War. The Underground Railroad was a network of secret
routes and safe houses that helped enslaved individuals escape to free states
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and Canada. It was a dangerous and risky operation, often conducted in the dead
of night, with abolitionists serving as conductors guiding the way to freedom.

One of the most famous conductors on the Underground Railroad was Harriet
Tubman. Born into slavery herself, Tubman escaped and then returned to the
South multiple times to rescue her family and many others. Her selfless acts of
bravery and defiance against the institution of slavery made her a symbol of
resistance and hope for many.

As tensions between the North and the South reached a boiling point, the War
Before The War intensified. The Compromise of 1850 and the Fugitive Slave Act
of 1850 were enacted in an attempt to appease both sides, but they only further
fueled the flames of the impending conflict.

By 1860, the country was on the brink of war. The election of Abraham Lincoln as
President prompted seven Southern states to secede from the Union, leading to
the formation of the Confederate States of America. The stage was set for the
bloodiest conflict in American history.

As we reflect on the American Civil War, it is important to remember the events
that led up to it. The War Before The War shaped the ideals and values that
defined the nation during this tumultuous time. It was a war fought by individuals
who dared to challenge the institution of slavery and fight for a better future.

So, the next time you think about the American Civil War, don't forget about the
War Before The War. Remember the voices that were silenced, the battles that
were fought, and the sacrifices that were made. Because understanding our
history is the first step towards building a better future.
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“Excellent . . . stunning.” —Ta-Nehisi Coates

The devastating story of how fugitive slaves drove the nation to Civil War

A New York Times Notable Book Selection * Winner of the Mark Lynton History
Prize* Winner of the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award * A New York Times Critics' Best
Book 

For decades after its founding, America was really two nations—one slave, one
free. There were many reasons why this composite nation ultimately broke apart,
but the fact that enslaved black people repeatedly risked their lives to flee their
masters in the South in search of freedom in the North proved that the "united"
states was actually a lie. Fugitive slaves exposed the contradiction between the
myth that slavery was a benign institution and the reality that a nation based on
the principle of human equality was in fact a prison-house in which millions of
Americans had no rights at all. By awakening northerners to the true nature of
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slavery, and by enraging southerners who demanded the return of their human
"property," fugitive slaves forced the nation to confront the truth about itself.

By 1850, with America on the verge of collapse, Congress reached what it hoped
was a solution—the notorious Compromise of 1850, which required that fugitive
slaves be returned to their masters. Like so many political compromises before
and since, it was a deal by which white Americans tried to advance their interests
at the expense of black Americans. Yet the Fugitive Slave Act, intended to
preserve the Union, in fact set the nation on the path to civil war. It divided not
only the American nation, but also the hearts and minds of Americans who
struggled with the timeless problem of when to submit to an unjust law and when
to resist.

The fugitive slave story illuminates what brought us to war with ourselves and the
terrible legacies of slavery that are with us still.
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