
The Rubicon

In October 1859, Edmund Ruffin despaired over his unsuccessful attempts to incite disunion in Virginia,
exhaustively advocating for secession and denouncing Northern "tyranny." Described as a “fiery agent of
disunion,” his physical appearance matched his intense persona—shoulder-length white hair and a sharp
demeanor. At sixty-five, feeling ignored and regarded as a fanatic, he contemplated suicide amid personal
tragedies. His life felt wearisome, and his passion for reading waned, leading him to scribble thoughts of the
end in his diary.

However, on October 16, 1859, the unexpected news of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry electrified the
South and reinvigorated Ruffin. The raid—a failed attack intended to incite a slave rebellion—was seen by
many in the South as a serious threat, igniting calls for war. Ruffin interpreted this event as a catalyst for
Southern resolve. He hoped this act would awaken the “sluggish blood of the South,” believing it proved the
impending danger posed by Northern abolitionists.

Following the raid, the Southern response was one of fear and aggression. Communities mobilized, militias
swelled, and harsh measures were enacted against suspected abolitionists. This heightened vigilance stemmed
from perceived weaknesses in managing enslaved populations, which, Ruffin noted, had begun to express
signs of independence. Notably, he observed how the enslaved had begun wearing fine clothing and
becoming more involved in public spaces, which incited outrage among whites in Charleston.

In political circles, fear extended to discussions on secession; Governor William Gist declared that the North
had "crossed the Rubicon." The legislation reflected a protective stance, aimed at curbing outside influences
and solidifying control over enslaved populations. Meanwhile, Ruffin reveled in the chaos, seeing it as an
opportunity to gain recognition as a proponent for disunion.

As Brown faced execution, Ruffin planned to attend, leveraging the event to increase his profile. Observing
Brown's courage at the gallows, Ruffin perceived a kindred spirit in conviction and resilience. He later
sought to disseminate the seized pikes from Brown's raid to illustrate the threats posed by abolitionists.
Captivated by the national turmoil, Ruffin began writing a novel, "Anticipations of the Future," aiming to
galvanize Southern resistance and bolster secessionist sentiment through a narrative that portrayed slavery in
a favorable light, reflecting his convictions and the yearning for Southern independence .


