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The 1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford decision weighed in on the critical issue of slavery in America. But a result, it produced a remarkable trifecta of consequences: 
1) it triggered a financial panic, 
2) greatly sped up the arrival of the Civil War, and 
3) disgraced the Court itself.

The story starts like this: After finally arriving in St. Louis, Missouri after a series of residential moves throughout the upper Midwest, Dred Scott, a slave, took advantage of the Missouri legal system, which permitted blacks to purchase their freedom. After his slave owner’s wife, Irene Emerson, rejected his offer of $300 to purchase his own liberty as well as his wife’s, he sued in state court in 1846. By the time the Case reached its trial date, John Sandford, Irene Emerson’s brother, was given title to her former slaves, and thus inherited the Dred Scott case. It’s important to know that Scott, however, had been freed by a son of his original owner who had paid for his legal fees during the court battle. What, now, was the Court to do? Was Scott free? Did he belong to Sandford? Could a slave even sue for his freedom? It was up to the Supreme Court to decide. 
Enter Chief Justice Roger B. Taney of Maryland, who had personally owned slaves. He had emancipated his own slaves in the 1820s, but philosophically he still believed in the “peculiar institution” of slavery. The Dred Scott v. Sandford case was heard, and in an unusual development, all nine justices rendered separate opinions in the 7-2 decision against Scott. It was a case of remarkable judicial activism, even more stunning for its lack of logic.

Roger Taney began his opinion by stating that it was:

· “…too plain for argument, that [blacks] had never been regarded as part of the people or citizens of the State, nor supposed to possess any political rights which the dominant race might not withhold or grant at their pleasure.”
Moreover, the Court maintained that the Founders had not intended to endow blacks with citizenship rights (a strange claim, given that blacks could vote in ten of the thirteen original states).

It eventually came down to a question of constitutional property rights, and sooner or later, the issue of whether slaves were people or property would eventually require a final resolution. The property of a slaveholder had full protection under the Constitution’s Fifth Amendment.
But the vast majority of the American populace did not, and would not, reach the same conclusion. The Chicago Tribune prophesied that no one who cherished freedom would submit to the results handed down by “five slaveholders and two doughfaces.” Washington’s National Era newspaper observed, “The Slaveholding Oligarchy have the [Presidential] Administration, the majority in the Senate and in the House, and the Supreme Court. What is left to the People?”
The Dred Scott decision aside, virtually every major sectional event of the 1850s seemed to symbolically capture the evils of slavery: 
1) Preston Brooks’ caning of Senator Charles Sumner on the floor of the Senate was reminiscent of the slave-master whipping his chattel; 
2) The gag rule seemed a metaphor for the owner’s silencing of dissent by slaves, and
3) Then finally the Dred Scott decision constituted the ultimate expression of the “slave power conspiracy’s” grip on the levers of power.
Just a few days after the Case decision was handed down, abolitionist John Brown, who had come to Kansas with his sons to “make it a Free state,” marched to Pottawatomie Creek and executed five pro-slavery “ruffians” who had arrived to make Kansas a slave state. Both sides had volunteer armies; weapons flowed in, most memorably the “Beecher’s Bibles”—rifles delivered by Henry Ward Beecher in boxes labeled “Bibles.” 
Between 1856 and 1858, some 55 people were killed, and, while less in the news, vigilantes in Iowa had taken that many lives as well. Mobs in Missouri burned out 50 families and expelled 150 more in 1856. Free-soilers drove out 300 settlers from Linn and Bourbon counties. Many westward-moving settlers brought with them the desire for new opportunities and better land. But to many new immigrants in Kansas, Nebraska, and other territories, there could be no such opportunity so long as slavery threatened to undercut wages and large slave-based plantations loomed as a dominant competitor to small, free farms.

If Dred Scott moved the nation closer to war by unwittingly contributing to the demise of the national Democratic Party, it also greatly accelerated the impetus toward war by sending the nation into a major panic.
How, exactly, did the Dred Scott decision ignite the Panic? For one, railroads and their sale of stocks were to blame. Railroads were a hot commodity of the 1850s, the equivalent of dot-com stocks in the 1990s. The new western railroad lines, “with their aggressive land-purchasing policies and far-reaching plans for transcontinental expansion,” provided “principal speculative opportunities for railroad investors of the 1850s”. Major politicians and businessmen leaped into these ventures, occasionally for purely speculative gains. Town lots could pass through “two dozen hands within sixty days” as speculators beamed at the relentless flow of settlers to their lands. Foreign investment in American roads was heavy, reaching $44 million in railroad bonds and another $8 million in stocks out of a total of $550 million. Suffice it to say that in early 1857, confidence in America’s railroad future was high.

By late summer, however, optimism was shattered, the price of western lands plummeted, and railroad securities took a nosedive. Income from those new roads depended on a steady flow of western settlers, which in turn relied on high levels of confidence in the prospects of the territories. Between 1856 and early 1857, lands were purchased for $1.83 an acre, $0.83 more than the years prior. Between 1858 and 1860, 45 out of 102 mortgages in Osage County met with foreclosure, 81 of 246 in Anderson County, and 54 of 366 in Lyon. Ultimately, observers predicted two-thirds of all mortgages would end in foreclosure in Kansas.

With the announcement of the Dred Scott decision on March 6-7, 1857, the prospects for free-soil western lands rapidly deteriorated, and with them, the hopes and dreams of thousands of potential settlers. The American economy experienced a ripple effect of disaster:

1) Outside of the city of Kansas City, for example, banks scrambled to convert their bank notes (paper money) into specie (gold and silver), further depleting the city banks’ metal reserves. 
2) When bankers started to panic, they refused to trade stocks and bonds, forcing investors to scramble to convert their savings from bonds to cash. 

3) Suddenly, the New York City banks that seemed unaffected by events in Kansas or by the declaration of the Supreme Court found themselves facing bankruptcy. On October 13, 1857, a massive run struck the banks, which paid out between $4 and $5 million before suspending operations for the day. New York bank superintendent James Cook lamented, “The banks went down in a storm they could not postpone or resist.” Deposits among New York banks had plummeted by $10 million in just under two weeks. 
But the damage done by Taney’s Court did not end there, as fear soon rippled through the banking systems of other states. Ohio saw its reserves reduced by half; a mad scramble for specie hit Baltimore and Philadelphia. New York’s unemployed numbered between 30,000 and 100,000 and Mayor Fernando Wood promised relief FDR-style through public works, with payment to come in the form of “cornmeal, potatoes, and flour.” Mass demonstrations by the unemployed struck Philadelphia, St. Louis, Chicago, Louisville, and Newark. But the Panic’s effects were just beginning in some sectors, such as Pennsylvania’s iron industry and coal fields, where the furnaces went cold in October and didn’t reopen until April 1858. Production fell from 883,000 tons in 1856 to 705,000 tons in 1858. It took until January 1859 for most banks to reach their pre-crash levels.

The significance of slavery as property in antebellum America was truly mind-boggling. In 1860, pro-slavery advocate William Lowndes Yancey said that southern slaves “are worth, according to Virginia prices $2,800,000,000—an amount easy to pronounce, but how difficult to conceive.” As early as the 1830s, Thomas R. Dew found that Virginia slaves constituted almost one-third of all asset values in Virginia. As property, these people constituted $3 billion (1860 dollars) in wealth, or approximately 18.75 percent of U.S. wealth. This was more than railroads and manufacturing combined. Traditional measures put New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio at the top of the list of wealthiest states in 1860, but when adjusted for population, the Union’s ten richest states were all slaveholding states, Connecticut and Rhode Island aside.
The Dred Scott decision only increased sectional tensions, while at the same time providing Abraham Lincoln the noose to slip around the political neck of Stephen Douglas and shattering the Democratic Party as a national entity. It did not spark any immediate political upheaval, but did 
1) …trigger a national panic that, in turn, affected the politics of secession, and 

2) …mark the next-to-last event in a long series of seesaw moves in which each section temporarily had the edge.

It would not be the last time (or the first time) that American court decisions would result in damaging, unintended, and unforeseen consequences. The Dred Scott decision simply combined bad law with bad timing. It constituted perhaps the final tear in the fabric of the Union in 1857 and illustrated perfectly what the Founders feared could happen if the Court overstepped its authority. In sum, Roger Taney’s decision in 1857 represented a unique moment in which the Supreme Court managed to:

1. simultaneously abuse the Constitution, 
2. rule against human rights, 
3. severely damage the economy, and 
4. help start a war, 
…all in one fell swoop.

