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A little knowledge is a dangerous thing; a lot of 
it can be deadly. Such was the case on the eve 
of the Civil War. Among all the events that 
touched off the great conflict — John Brown’s 
raid in 1859, Abraham Lincoln’s presidential 
victory in 1860 — there is one that has been 
strangely ignored by most historians. True, it 
was less dramatic than the others. It occurred 
when census takers traveled from door to door 
throughout America, counting up Easterners 
and Westerners; Northerners and Southerners; blacks and whites; freemen and slaves. The numbers 
that they came up with helped to split apart the Union. 

Eighteen-sixty was a federal Census year, and the results had begun coming in early that autumn — 
with exquisitely poor timing, as far as Southern paranoia and Northern pride were concerned. At the 
very moment that the slave states faced the imminent election of a Republican, antislavery president, 
a candidate who would win without a single vote in the Deep South, came other, equally shocking 
signs of change. 

Preliminary figures that began appearing in the press as early as September 1860 confirmed what 
many Americans already suspected: immigration and westward expansion were shifting the country’s 
balance of population and power. Since the last count, in 1850, the North’s population had increased 
an astonishing 41 percent, while the South’s had grown only 27 percent. (Between 2000 and 2010, by 
comparison, the entire nation’s population grew just 9.7 percent.)  

Tellingly, the statistical center of national population had shifted for the first time not only west of the 
original 13 states, but also from slave territory into free: from Virginia to Ohio. Some regions of the 
country — places that just a few years earlier had been sparsely populated forests and prairies, with 
unfamiliar Indian  names — were now thriving states. In a number of cases, the growth had  been 
astonishing.  

In 1836, one of these upstart territories – Wisconsin -- had claimed fewer than 12,000 inhabitants. 
Now, in 1860, it boasted 778,000 — an increase of almost 6,400 percent in less than a quarter of a 
century.  Reviewing the data, its governor boasted to the legislature that the state “exhibits a 
wonderful increase in number, and growth in every material element of prosperity.”  
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Nor was Wisconsin even the most remarkable case. Neighboring Minnesota’s population had risen 
from 6,000 to 172,000 in the past decade alone. 

Worried Southerners could not fail to notice that the areas of the greatest population boom were all in 
the North. Both Wisconsin and Minnesota were, of course, free states. Both went heavily for Lincoln 
in the 1860 election. Both were populated largely by immigrants with roots in Germany and 
Scandinavia and pioneers with roots in New England and New York — groups well known for their 
strong dislike toward slavery. And both, as it happened, would soon send tens of thousands of their 
inhabitants to fight in the Union Army. 

“The official jottings of the census show great alterations,” one Northern newspaper editor noted 
smugly. “The difference in the relative standing of the slave states and the free, between 1850 and 
1860, inevitably shows where the future greatness of our country is to be.” 

Southern analysts looked at the data and reached a similar conclusion. They were also quick to note 
that changing demographics were about to usher in a political cataclysm in Washington — and not 
just in the White House. Legislative reapportionment based on the new Census figures was about to 
set off a tectonic shift at the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Under the headline “Census Data for Reflection,” the editor of the New Orleans Picayune noted that 
states like Michigan, Wisconsin, Iowa and Illinois would each be gaining multiple seats in Congress; 
Virginia, South Carolina and Tennessee would be losing some. (The only Deep South state to gain 
would be Texas, whose population had almost tripled since 1850; it would get two new seats.) 

Perhaps even more alarming as a barometer of the South’s long-term prospects lay farther west, in 
the federal territories — what the Picayune called “the embryo states, manufactured for new political 
power within the Senate, of which there are now seven, Nebraska, Washington, Utah, New Mexico, 
Colorado, Dakotah and Nevada…. They lie up in that Western region, beyond and about Kansas, 
where free soil states are planted in hot haste by emigration societies, and U.S. Senators 



manufactured out of the roughest material, to vote down the oldest and most populous 
commonwealths.” Among them, the paper noted, all but perhaps New Mexico were “certain to be 

free-soil or rather Abolition 
States.” 

True, the population of slaves 
was still increasing steadily, with 
each new infant representing 
another three-fifths of a 
Southerner for electoral 
purposes. (For white electoral 
purposes, of course, since very 
few people in 1860 anticipated 
that any of these black 
Americans would ever cast a 
ballot on his own behalf.) Yet 
even here, there were signs of 
Southern power eroding. The 
Philadelphia Inquirer noted that 
slaves now formed a smaller 
portion of the total population 
than at any point in history — just 
12.5 percent.  (The New York 
Herald did find at least one 
source of comfort for the South: 
the paper’s statistician declared it 
“very certain” that the nation’s 

slave population would reach 50 million by the year 1925.) 

After official Census figures were released in early April — a week before the attack on Fort Sumter 
— one Southern editor even scrutinized the data for signs of abolitionist treachery. Looking at the 
growth of free black population in the Northern states, he claimed to find evidence of the “immense 
losses which the South has sustained” from the activities of the Underground Railroad. 

By squinting at the numbers from a slightly different angle, however, some Southerners found reason 
to hope. In late April 1861, the Picayune reexamined its data and noticed that with Virginia joining the 
rebellion, the new Confederacy’s white population would total almost 4 million. This figure, it noted, 
was “larger by 700,000 than that with which the thirteen colonies went into revolution, in 1775, against 
the might of the British Empire; and larger by half a million than the population of the thirteen States 
when the constitution of the United States was made and accepted.” It was larger, too, than the 
populations of such European countries as Portugal, Denmark, Belgium and Sweden. 

In other words, while the Census figures seemed to prophesy that the South was doomed within the 
Union — but that without it, slaveholders could fight and win a revolution and then hold their own as 
an independent nation. Moreover, the demographic imbalances accelerated with each new slave 
state that seceded. This tipping effect made it less and less likely that the Upper South slave states 
would remain. 

And so, on the eve of the war’s first shots, Southern slaveholders felt that they were escaping one of 
the worst fates that a human being might suffer: that of becoming a politically oppressed minority. The 
living examples of just such a fate — reproachful and terrifying — could be seen all around them, in 
the quarters and the cotton fields. 

A	  period	  map	  of	  Michigan	  and	  Wisconsin	  based	  on	  the	  census	  of	  
1860.	  


