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Reconstruction and Reconciliation

If war among the whites brought peace and liberty to
blacks, what will peace among the whites bring?

—FrepErICK DoucLass, July 5, 1875

‘I,:'teTrSHje:: A;iz;cp::t::fc'ﬂ ONs from 1868 to0 1876, the vast majority of
1 e » survivors, or freedmen whose adult lives and poliri-
cal sensibilities had been shaped by the war and the struggle over Reconst
tion. Hence even as the reunion ook root during the years surroundin t;uc‘
eiectlor.ls, each ‘campaign served as a referendum on both the sectionil esj
d"xe racial meanings of the war. Bloody shirts still waved everywhere as o?iltli—
cians sought to 'permanently bury the issues of the war and simultanfousl
used those very issues to fan the flames of political difference. The differe .
were rea‘l, and the issues could not yer be buried, at least until the mid 8nc‘ES
The nation was healing, but not yet healed. e
] .Some hxitoriajns f.lave argued that postwar elections in America were
lriven by a partisan imperative”—the deep-seated political habits and loyal-
ties (.forged since the crises of the 18505) vested in the Democratic and )I’{c
p1.1bhcan. parties. According to this argument, habitual party connection -
::;ixe til;:;)roxr:smu:onal and communal relationships, especially locally, werS;
rrant than events or ideas in shapi i i
Republicans, disenchanted with their ow?l:agr:;ste;‘a:??;?s‘z‘ f O?;Zg"af“’e
c‘ould not abide mingling with Democrats. More 5o, the party oxi’ th d’ f)' .
sivey the Democrats, especially moderates seeking a new legitimacy, ¢ : k: o
9:b1d€ even the antiradical elements of the party of Lincoln, Withcg:ztco: -
tisanship, both parties waged political warfare that replaced real warﬁjz %a:;
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if the aim of both parties “was to reinvigorate the memories of these party re-
lations,” perhaps it is worth examining what the memories were all about.!

On May 20, 1868, only a week after President Andrew Johnson had been
acquitted in his impeachment trial in the U.S. Senate, the Republican Party
gathered in Chicago to nominate Ulysses S. Grant for President. Although
inexperienced in formal politics, Grant was the principal war hero of the
Union cause. Republican managers put his name forward as the candidate of
harmony in a season of bitter political discord. The week before the Republi-
can convention, a soldiers and sailors gathering of Civil War veterans had
met in Chicago, endorsing Grant and providing an exuberant welcome to
delegates and politicos. Grant, who remained appropriately aloof from con-
vention affairs, was in Washington, D.C., on May 29, when he received dele-
gations informing him of the nomination. Reaching for unity, and trying to
sidestep all controversy, especially the unpopular issue of black suffrage,
Grant issued a statement: “I shall have no policy of my own to interfere
against the will of the people.” More enduring, if no more direct, was his
concluding passage, which became the splendidly ambiguous slogan of his
campaign: “Let us have Peace.”

Grant had committed himself to Congressional control of Reconstruction
policy, and in vague terms at least, he supported black voting rights. Bur as
Thaddeus Stevens lay dying that summer, the historical moment of the radi-
cal Republicans was passing just as it had triumphed. In 1868, the Republican
Party retrenched onto a platform of order and stability; they would now be
protectors of a status quo rather than innovators. Yet Republicans were pillo-
ried with the charge of “radicalism” by Democrats, as well as by white South-
erners generally, some of whom sat out this election willfully, and others be-
cause they were still disenfranchised. After the Democrats made startling
gains in the off-year elections of 1867, the authors of the 1868 Republican
platform struck conservative chords. Black suffrage was necessary in the
South for the purposes “of public safety, of gratitude, and of justice.” Black
voting rights in the North were left to the whims of each state. Reconstruc-
tion would continue, and the Southern states would be restored to the
Union. But with the general at its helm, the Republican Party had-a new im-
age. They were now the party of sound money, economic growth and pros-
perity, and eventual reunion.? It all depended on how “Let us have peace” was
interpreted, and that slogan had very different meanings across the polirical

landscape.
The Democrats held their convention in July, and instead of reaching fora
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new, fnoderate coalition that might accommodate some realities of Ry

struction, they nominated candidates Horatio Seymour and Frank Blairecofi1 “
represented the opposite. Seymour, New York’s former governor, had . 10
supported the draft rioters in New York City in 1863, whose acrio’ns ledov:p erixy
murder of many blacks; his record of opposition to the war gave the Re ogl'e
cans a perfect target. Blair, a Missourian and an avowed white su rer:: ot
a‘nnounced that a Democratic administration would declare the Reion e,
tion Acts “null and void” and turn the clock back to white Southern :1:;1:;

rule. Altho‘ugh many Democrats professed their loyalty and sacrifice in th
war, r%le‘tonc from the top of the Democratic ticket seemed to threaten a .
ond civil war. The Democrats opposed every element of Congressional :c_
construction and favored immediate reunion based on white iouth ,
tonomy.* o
In rhetoric and reality, the stakes of the election of 1868 were the essential
results of the war. Republicans may have been hasty and “unwise,” at tintl
concluded' the Nation, “but we more firmly believe that if the posit’ions o;nt;:
Pemocramcﬂparty are adopted, the war for nationality will have been rurned
intoa Farc?. Even more directly, blacks saw their freedom and their future
stak.e; t.hexr OWn partisan imperative required only short-term mem )
Benjamin Tanner, editor of the Christian Recorder, called on black meri3 J
voters r;o exercise a stern partisanship. In an imaginary dialogue with Dem;f
crat “
ing:s, anner gave that charged term “Negro manhood” deep political mean-

Negro manhood says, “I am an American citizen.” Modern De-
mocgcy says, “You are not.” Negro manhood says, “I demand all
my r‘lghts, civil and political.” Modern Democracy says: “You have
ilo rights except what | choose to give you.” Negro manhood says

I'must build churches for myself, and school houses for my chil:
dren.”” Modern Democracy says, “If you do I will burn them
down.” Negro manhood says, “I will exercise the rights vouch-

safeci.s” Modern Democracy says, “If you do I will mob and murder
you,

Blacks i i -
01, and as part Oﬁ the I‘hetoriC about “})eace.”
The e i i O W
] )C I ‘
Iulle d 1 i O 6]
ndaments and denounced the RCCOnStruction ACtS, ne am ng them the
>
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New York Herald, worried about its own party’s extremism. At stake, the Her-
ald made clear, “was what the war has written into the Constitution.” But
“what Constitution?” it asked in August. “The Constitution as it was or the
Constitution as it is?” In the deep South, newspapers made clear the grounds
on which whites would support the Democrats (and they had plenty of
Northern allies on this question). “Let us have the Constitution as it was,”
proclaimed the Milledgeville, Georgia, Federal Union. “Let us stand square
up to the old Constitution and we can conquer.” From this election forward,
the enduring political character of Civil War memory thrived on this sort of
contest over just who had won the war and what had been its verdict.

Many Northerners wondered about the level of forgiveness and forgetting
they would be expected to extend to the South. One Republican paper bris-
tled at the South’s audacity to portray itself as “a wronged and outraged peo-
ple.” “Ir has forgotten all that has happened since 1860,” declared the New
York Tribune. Another paper captured the way ex-Confederates were already
seeking control over the nation’s memory. “There is something ineffably cool
in the way the extremists of the Democracy have of saying they are willing to
let by-gones be by-gone,” complained the Cincinnasi Commercial. “It is like
one convicted of an ‘unpleasantness’ in business, asking to be placed in a situ-
ation of trust, and, when his past character is inquired into, drawing himself
up with dignity and saying thac he . . . will not insist upon a discussion of
such old events.”” As yet, the table for the banquet of sectional reconciliation
could not be set.

White supremacy was the cornerstone of the Democrats’ strategy in 1868,
and with vice-presidential candidate Blair leading the offensive, they con-
ducted one of the most explicitly racist presidential campaigns in American
history. Republicans had oppressed the South, claimed Blair in one speech,
by subjecting it to the rule of a “semi-barbarous race of blacks who are . . .
poligamists” and destined to “subject the white women to their unbridled
lust.” The specter of black equality animated the Democratic press across the
land. “Let white men rule Americal” screamed an editorial in the Louisville
Daily Courier, arguing that Republicans preferred “native negroes to native
whites.” In the minds of many Democratic editors, race theory and racial fear
worked hand in hand with antiradical politics. Republican misruls, went the
argument, had stolen the rights of whites and disrupted the natiral place of

blacks in society. Fear of the “amalgamation of the races,” combined with the
“monstrous . . . negro equality doctrine,” as the Louisville editor put it, pro-
vided the Democrats a potent political ideology.? Whatever the result of this
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election and others to follow, the road to reunion would pass through endless
miles in the dangerous wilderness of American racial thought.
Mingling honor, state rights, and racism, Southern Democrats initiated
the arguments and tactics that eventually led to the “redemption” of their
states in the 1870s. In July 1868 in Aclanta, a former Confederate senator
from Georgia, Benjamin H. Hill, portrayed a South under tyrannical, op-
pressive rule by a “foreign power,” driven by “hate” and determined to “dis-
honor an unarmed people.” Amidst all the South had lost—property, cities,
loved ones—Hill admonished his fellow Georgians never to surrender their
“honor as a people.” In language understood across white class lines, he de-
clared that any Georgians who acquiesced in radical Reconstruction were
rendered “slaves” to the Republican Congress, and among their fellow South-
erners, they were simply “becoming a negro.” The presidential election of
1868, Hill insisted, turned “upon the glorious ancestral doctrine that the
States are equal and that white blood is superior.” Memories rooted in such
creeds of blood, soil, state equality, and honor (products of both defeat in war
and a developing sense of victory over Reconstruction) provided the polirical
fuel for the white South’s long struggle to win the peace.

White Southern editors used the election of 1868 1o advance the image of
the beknighted South-—conquered, violated, but unbowed. “We had
hoped,” said the Athens, Georgia, Southern Watchman, “that after the surren-
der we would have peace.” Southerners “quietly submitted to the harsh terms
... although a violation of the plighted faith of the United States Govern-
ment, and . . . humiliating to their pride and ruinous to their interests.” The
Southern bloody shirt was a populist weapon of white solidarity. “Radical-
ism,” announced another Southern Waschman editorial, “has murdered your
sons, brothers, husbands and fathers” and “proposes to elevate the negro
above the whire race.” According to some Southern editors, the coming elec-
tion and Republican rule threatened race war, and such a prospect united for-
mer foes in racial solidarity. “When a war of races commences,” declared the
Savannah Daily News and Herald, “the ‘tebels’ who under Lee were victorious
on many a hard-fought field and the soldiers under Grant who received their
surrender at Appomattox . . . the veterans of Sherman and the heroes of
Beauregard . . . will march shoulder to shoulder in battle array in defense of
their race and kindred.”® In this language, the bloody shirt became a white

man's talisman, not merely a Yankee politician’s appeal to stay in office.
But no one surpassed the bloody shirt rhetoric of Republican orators and
editors in 1868. If war is politics by other means, then postwar American poli-
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tics was still war by other means. At the beginning of the cam?aign, Gf‘.OI‘gC
William Curtis wrote a public letter in which he likened CFrants campaign to
a Union army still in the field. “Grant will enter t}:e White House m‘:xt“yca:i'
as surely as he entered Richmond three years ago,” announced C“:t;lm;,l ar;
against the same opposition.” Curtis asked voters to remember “t ed c;lo y
years from Sumter to Appomattox, to reflect [on] w}.m and what made thos.e
years,” and then “bring the rebellion at the polls, as it had already br?ug t hxt
in the field, to ‘unconditional surrender.”” Near the en‘d of t.he campaign, ¢ ;
abolitionist Wendell Phillips gave a speech in Boston in whxch‘ he demancli)e
an ideological focus to the Republican cause. “We hzfvc just finished a v;ar e-
tween two ideas,” said Phillips. “We sent our armies to South F:aro ina tz
carry our ideas. If we had no right to carry our ideas we had no right to sen
our armies.” Only Republican victory could hold Fogether the reZolutxon 1{1
ideas (racial equality, public schools) just begun in the South. ”SeymoNurs
election,” declared Phillips, “is Lee’s triumphing at Appomattox.” The e:/
York Tribune kept the theme of war memories on a person”al levcl. for Nor‘t (;
ern voters, declaring that across the Norzlhé “Zmpt):lsleeves blew in the win
“agal en ribs” and “about crippled bodies.”
agéi:csltc :)c:)ll{cesmen as well could wave the bloody s'hi‘rt. Black voers shs;{d
throw themselves into the canvass, argued the Christian Rm.ym'er,. with their
own memories of “their brothers’ lifeless and mutilated bodies piled a aﬁun;
dred deep upon the body of their brave and x?oble lead.er before the ;vd so
bloody Wagner.” Black Republicans took special exception at cx—Cox} e erate;
Democrats “stalking abroad throughout the country, befo‘re the widows o
their murdered and starved victims have left off tl'Amr habiliments of mourn-
ing.” The black bloody shirt included “remembering the prayers of the pc;,oll'
slaves down in the cotton fields . . . in the canebrake.s, a.nd in the rebe
trenches.”’? But ar the heart of such rhetoric was the reallzatlén, on all‘sxd;s,
that at stake in these elections was just who and what hafi triumphed in the
wa';he role of most ex-Confederates in the Democratic campaign, §pecxally
those who came North as speakers, was to build a line of defiance against r;d—
ical Republicanism and to turn the country away from Reconstrucnoﬂr.h But
some Democrats tried to use the election of 186? to forge ‘reconc m;on
through the prestige of former generals from both sides. In Auguf;;f{é& So:;:
mer Union general and Democrat William S. Rosecrz?ns went to . 1;: It;
phur Springs, West Virginia, for an orchestrated meeting with R?d ert h h‘c
and some thirty other ex-Confederates. Rosecrans came, he said, with his
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lnle.art in his hand to forge a soldiers peace. But his aims were thorough]
litical. At stake in the struggle over Reconstruction, he claimed wasg o 121?—
and currency,.” the “vast business and commetce of the count, e e llt
:r\;etre rle;z rclano;s fx}ll the ;Lostwar South should be left to the forI;);r C:;fferj
: ers, who “have the interest and the power to employ, pror d —-
cate, and elevate the poor freedmen,”'s Rosecrans’s gest s o el
Lee’s imprimatur in the new campaign against Grangt  apamen
s i ; » an argument for rapid
e tion as good business, and an embrace of state rights and white Su-
Le.e’s pul?lic letter of response, signed by three dozen Southersiers holi
day, fncludmg P G. T. Beauregard and Alexander H. Stephens wa: o
fer:;s;?or; of r;a:j;)fn?.l pealce and healing on Southern terms,. Lee ac’imittezntl::;
. and Atrican slavery” were “questions . . . decided b the war.” W
it not for certain radical policies, namely black suffy 1 oy ive
mlsrule”u of Northern occupation during the previojsg :hari: tilaersoipresswe
tended, “this old irritation would have passed away, and the w>c,>und’ ‘e;_con‘
by the war would have been in great measure healed.” With a altselrn a;'cw'd
grace that vast numbers of Americans found appealing, Lee dcscrli)bed g ISEC
re;:esi:lacks as “the important part of our laboring population.” Theo"l:rvo.
were “necessary to each other,” and “relati j
themselves on a basis of mutual kindness and ad\:::tsa‘ge'.’.":v;ﬁledns:: neadjljt
seemed al‘n?ost to be writing from the same script; they postured asgthncr ;
above politics, while participating in a strategy of intersectional e
to abruptly end Reconstruction. oo
‘Such a strategy did not win ar the polls in 1868, bur it was a harbinge f
thmAgs to come. Many Southern Newspapers were disappointed witﬁ r}(:
“Vri/ihxtedSulphur Springs meeting. The Columbus Sun (Georgia) declared itt :
; ;etuzis wfor;ldef for nevtspaperdom.” The Surs editor was especially con-
ptuous of the “apostasy” of former Confederate general James Longstr
who, though he attended the gathering, refused ro sign Lee’s lette Ig ciit’
Lonfgs‘trcet .embraccd the “twaddle of radicalism” by going to Nc:r ;Sta ’
f‘)aar;;::;ate fm ;11 Rj\;})ubliyc'ax; meeting. He was lured, said thechorgia pa:err bt;
Ot the NNew York Tribune” Republican newspapers ridiculed ,
Rosecrans-Lee exchange. Rosecrans wanted to achj  rae and and 'the
peace,” said the New York Tribune, “by disfran:;it;;:t;c t;:cz ; e:; d‘.“fng
:Hd power to thc‘Rebels. ” The image of the South as victimized andaglaxil:;eti
: ;vcgfn:r:s:) V:';lteh ll;;l:;zthem voters in 1868. Northerners who had sacrificed
R cause were not yet ready, declared the Cincinnars
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Commercial, to allow any level of soldiers’ mutual sentiment to “put the
hands of the dial back a few years.” Reconstruction as reconciliation, a pro-
cess already latent in the postwar culture, was not yet politically acceptable.
The Cincinnati editor captured the stakes of the 1868 election: “recognizing
the citizenship of all the people of the United States . . . and lodging in the
Constitution other results growing out of the conflict of arms.”** Within a
decade or so, however, soldiers’ memories profoundly influenced political af-
fairs and helped forge a level of popular forgetting that enabled the
Rosecrans-Lee script for reconciliation to reach a new consensus.

Grant’s election victory in 1868 gave Republicans an unwarranted sense of

permanence and optimism. Especially with the passage in February 1869 of
the Fifteenth Amendment (declaring the right to vote regardless of race, but
not outlawing qualification tests), Northern Republicans seemed ready to de-
clare Reconstruction over. In April 1869, Henry Adams wrote that Recon-
struction, due to Southern acquiescence in the election resules as well as to a
growing prosperity, “has lost much of its old prominence in politics.” In the
aftermath of the election, Republicans felt released to engage in triumphal
retrospection. According to Greeley in the New York Tribune, all the issues of
the war—the permanence of the Union, black freedom, and equal civil and
political rights—were “settled forever by the election of Grant.” The Chris-
tian Recorder celebrated Grant’s election as the “day of burial” not only for
“slavery . . ., treason,” and “the doctrine of State Rights,” but “of that, which
like a demon has vexed the nation more than all these, the burial of the demon
of American prejudice against the negro.”* Given the strong beliefin America
that the solutions to all problems are essentially political, such faith in the
doctrine of guaranteed rights before law is understandable in 1868—69. More-
over, the sheer power of religious faith in black communities, bolstered now
by experience, reinforced African American optimism. The sense of finality
about Reconstruction by the end of the 1860s was a combination of wish
fulfillment and a reasonable summing up of a decade of profound change. At
the very least, many Republicans, black and white, seemed to breathe a sigh
of relief; they took a victors’ holiday of celebration and thanksgiving.

But voices of caution and alarm also joined the celebration, and soon their
warnings assumed an angry tone. At a speech in Boston in December 1869,
Wendell Phillips rejoiced in the creation of black citizenship but demanded
federal enforcement of all Reconstruction measures in the South. Phillips
called for “a squad of soldiers in every voting district in the thircy-cight
States,” regardless of the risks. “Better despotism than anarchy.” Most of all,
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Phillips warned against the new mood overtaking national memory. “Wk
have got an idea that forgiveness of everybody,” said Phillips, “is a vich We
have gotan idea thac Christianity consists in putting our ow:vn eyes out ‘ no:
knowing good from bad . . . just from unjust.” Phillips’s urgent deman’d of

the new Congress was that they “fortify against the coming magnanimity.”"?
In 1.870, as he began to edit the New National Era in Washington g C
Frcdenc.k Pouglass tried to build an ideological fire wall agaifstt tl’xe n .
magnantmity. With the resurgence of the Democratic Party in the Souellv
and d.\e waning of radicalism in the Republican Party, Douglass described tth ,
American people as “desritute of political memory.” If Republicans woulc:
stand as the party of memory, Douglass was happy to carry their banner. H
comprehended Reconstruction as a political and moral challenge to savc:~ th:

emancioation: .
cipationist results of the war. Like so many others in the South and -

No‘rt.h, Douglass understood that, as time passed, those who controlled th

political legacies of the war could shape America. On Memorial Da 8t )
Douglass delivered a speech in the newly created Arlington Cemetey’ i
across the Potomac River from Washington, D.C. Standing at the masts.y’ : e
of the unknown Union dead, on the former property of Robert E. L. N a}‘lle
old abolitionist raged against forgetfulness: e

We are sometimes asked in the name of patriotism to . . . remem-
ber with equal admiration those who struck at the nation’s life, and
those who struck to save it—those who fought for slavcry, and
'those who fought for liberty and justice. I am no minister of mal-
ice. .., I would not repel the repentant, but . . . may my tongue
cleave to the roof of my mouth if I forger the difference between
the parties to thar . ., bloody conflict . . . I may say if this war is to

be forgotten, I ask in the name of all things sacred what shall men
remember?!¢ ‘

By 187.0, most white Southerners viewed Reconstruction as a hated, im
Pos‘ed regime. In an editorial taking stock of the decade of the 1860s, the ’L -
isville Courier-Journal never mentioned the end of slavery. The Loui;vill Z’f‘
tor glorified state rights, on the ruins of which “this = thin :a;! ;
Re?ons.truction” had been built. The “peace” that reigned was “onl gthat :
wh‘lch is a cessation of actual hostilities . . . the peace of the empire 3,Thc uf
fering South, he said, was ruled by bayonets and “cbnoxious con‘stituti:na;
amendments.” An exchange between the Louisville paper and the Cleveland
Herald demonstrated the raw animosity out of which an unstable peace gre:zv
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The Ohio paper rejoiced in the election of the African American Hiram
Revels from Mississippi to the U.S. Senate. Revels’s appearance in the Senate,
said the Herald, provided the “exclamation point of the rebellion.”
Definitions of war guilt and causation were at stake. “The origin of our ‘late
unpleasantness—way back in the past,” declared the Cleveland paper, “wasa
determination on the part of the slaveowners to nationalize human bond-
age.” But in the Louisville editor’s understanding, “the war originated in
nothing the slaveowners did . . . or desired to do.” The war’s cause was the
“destruction . . . the moral gangrene which curses every community in which
New England’s influence is felt.”® In such venomous differences over the
causes of the war, one can see why the most vigorous advocates of reconcilia-
tion believed they had to banish slavery and race from the discussion. The
bitter experiences of Reconstruction, and the impossibility of a postwar con-
sensus on the war's causes, all but guaranteed the irresolution deep at the
heart of Civil War memory.

As military Reconstruction neared its end, and as most ex-Confederate
states were restored to the Union, many radicals acquiesced in the limited
character of the Fifteenth Amendment (its lack of restrictions against voter
qualification tests, and its avoidance of black suffrage rights in the North).
With its ratification in spring 1870, the voting rights amendment absorbed a
quick reputation as the final act of Reconstruction. Even Wendell Phillips re-
joiced in April that blacks were now “panoplied in all the rights of citizen-
ship.” Republicans had provided blacks with an “ample shield” for their po-
litical securiry, even if more had to be done for their economic security.
“Ploughing its laborious, but no longer doubtful, course through heavy seas,”
Phillips concluded, “the bark of that race nears a safe harbor.”* Such opti-
mism from radicals soon seemed strangely out of place as violence and fraud
began to crush black political liberty in much of the South.

African American spokesmen uttered many warnings. during these years
about declining radicalism, the ascendant white counter-revolution in the
South, and the need for black forbearance. In a public letter to the “National
Convention of Colored Citizens of the United States,” held in Washington,
D.C., in 1869, AME bishop Daniel Alexander Payne called blacks to political
vigilance and moral and material uplift all at once. “In no portion of the
Southern States where the whites are in majority,” wrote Payne, “is the life of
a colored person safe, unless he or she exhibits both in word, and deed, the
spirit of a slave . . . the heel of the oppressor is still upon the neck of the col-
ored American.” A few months earlier, Benjamin Tanner had answered his

-
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;;v:ehe-acciil‘ine glueistiox;, “After Emancipation and Enfranchisement, Whar?”
minding blacks of their “special . . . history,” in which ad give
them a different cultural and educar ing line s b e
‘ ational starting line than whites. Antici
1y 4 €« bl ' t i
Sz;xtmg Ph;I:FS; dshxp metaphor, Tanner suggested that only the earlil:s‘t
apters of black destiny in America had been wri “A shi
f ny tten. “A ship beating ab
the shore,” he wrote, “with bow and stern inverted, cannot be said : hout
begun her voyage,”2! e
ha;[etr blackl poli.ri;a; optimism and self-assertion in these transforming years
© coexist with fear of white reaction. As blacks ad; i
to cox ‘ . d their collecti
and individual memories to the new a i acall ave done
: ‘ ge, they did what all peoples h
:’hde un;ierg;lmg revolutionary change—they marched aﬁcag seizaifgdrfc[;f
opes and skills as they could and worrvi ighe
rying about the weight of their past
'Il’he ne’w dawn of ffecdom was on one side of the scale of their destiny, Panci
; avery ; mzny legacies occupied the other side. As they looked backwarci and
orward and imagined their “ship” of fate, most it |
‘ . heir © \ probably saw it in mid
neither floundering on its original shore nor anchored in a safe harbor. ?E:fres,

was an ongoing struggle fi i . ;
burdened. 8 struggle for which they were newly equipped and uniquely

II'N' MAN ;1( AREAS of the South, part of the burden thar blacks carried was
ving with violence, both real and threatened. Terror, organized and rand
::: 2 persistent pzrt of politics in the postwar South. Black folklore ﬂcri(:)r:’
remuniscence have reflected the legacy of vi . :
tc.onstmc;ion. I;/Iany ex-slaves remembegreidythev{(c:?lczxt};(j;: Zia;iu:;:gc?:
inuum from former slave patrols to | i i
lante violence in the South \51311 into thzrz':vheftgi:tgoc::trzf;o‘?;}f:rms :lf Vlil-
:he Ku Klux Klan organization,” recollected Charles Ande.rson ifl Ltl}slz o
‘Thar was the pat-rollers, then they called them the Night Riders, and o
time the Regulators.” South Carolinian Frances Andrews told of" hn afer
the war, the ‘bush-whackers,’ called Ku Klux, rode there [Wallace Iow ton,
Newberry, South Carolina). Preacher Pitts’ brother was one Ths o
negrg houses and killed the people. They wore caps over ;heir }}'ww ceim t;
eyes. Klan lawlessness and black vulnerability were so ubiquitous for . 'ands
in Sf)uth Faroiina that eighty-seven-year-old Anderson Bates answerecllj i
;chwers query: “Does I ‘member anything *bout de Ku Kluxes? }esuasn ler;;
Kiy old marste‘r,’de docto.r, in goin’ 'round, say out loud to people dat };iu
uxes was doin’ some things they ought not do, by ’stortin money out of
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niggers just *cause they could.”? In that phrase, “just ’cause they could,”
Bates captured one of the meanings violence attained as an integral part of
Reconstruction. Protection of freedmen’s rights and safety was so lacking that
attacks and intimidation became an all too regular element of Southern life.
Mob violence and eventually lynching were so deeply embedded in black
folk memory that virtually every major African American writer since eman-
cipation has made these subjects central to his or her work in poetry and
prose. The sheer persistence of themes of ritualized violence in black writing
indicates, as one critic has argued, that a form of “racial memory” took hold,
that the black writer has served as a “kind of ritual priest in ever keeping be-
fore his black audience the essence of one of the forces that have shaped their
lives.” Such a literary tradition began at least as early as William Wells
Brown’s novel Clozel (1853), in which an “impudent” slave is ritually executed,
indeed burned, before a crowd of four thousand slaves brought from nearby
plantations to witness the spectacle. Such stories were repeated time and
again in numerous novels such as Charles Chesnutt's The Marrow of Tradi-
tion (1901), which retells in fiction the story of the 1898 racial massacre in
Wilmington, North Carolina, and Pauline Hopkins's Contending Forces
(1900), which made central themes of mob violence, the rape of black
women, and the intergenerational transmission of such a history. Walter
White's The Fire in the Flint (1924) ends with a ritualized burning of a muti-
lated lynching victim in the public square of a Southern town, in front of the
local Confederate monument.??

Most poignantly, James Weldon Johnsons The Autobiography of an
FEx-Colored Man (1912) recounts the story of a young black intellectual pass-
ing for white and traveling through the South. The ex-colored man'’s journey
ends shockingly as he witnesses a lynching in a Southern railroad yard. As
though he spoke for the black post-Reconstruction generation’s inescapable
memory of such violence, both real and threatened, Johnson's protagonist de-

scribes the scene:

A railroad tie was sunk into the ground, the rope was removed, and
a chain brought and securely coiled round the victim and the
stake. There he stood, a man only in form and stature . . . His eyes
were full and vacant, indicating not a single ray of thought. Fuel
was brought from everywhere, oil, the torch; the flames crouched
for an instant as though to gather strength, then leaped up as high
as their victim’s head. He squirmed, he writhed, strained ar his
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;1.131115, then gave out cries and groans that / shall always hear
1; eyes, bulgmg from their sockets, rolled from side to side a-
pealing in vain for help . . . I was fixed 1o the spot where | st:)oz

powetless to take my eyes f; 2
e Y €yes trom what [ 4id not want 10 see. (empha-

In black f i i
Reconstmc::lsor;)c;::rrsy Zvedr r;lmel, the Vfolcnce of slavery, the mob terror of the
i on ¥ th,c Ir81 t ; ong history of lynching thar took on highly
oo Charzcter sa905 had to be remefnbcred and exorcised all at once,
bt coutt e ¥$, these were stories people did “not want to see”
The bul i i
ot :; ;f :l;zz iozd;cmers had cxpc‘ncnced the psychological trauma
ot abids e o a ; een t%xmed upside down, and they simply could
s g o ; f assertive bl:?cks wearing uniforms and carrying
e Einiing Uni Moesagu;.lst, or voting and serving in the legislature and
e i b de.mon ¢ white Southerners found intolerable the collec-
zens during the years of radsitcrzlulg:csoi);:;f;lfs OF'\;;:'I g s s i
o s . . fuction. White rage led quickly to in-
farmsteadsanjndolr)gozr;lzedf gllolenrtc‘ against the churches, schgols, iomcs,
o anie&, N histo;;: . ack citizens, as wel% as against their white Repub-
o i orian Szorie Rable has written, altering Clausewitz’s fa-
mous i uth, peace became war carried on by other
Vi _—
. t:::ienl;i :::Lclzlxzstrucmons most difﬁculr and twisted legacy. Few white
Southern neecuals wfrcite as dxrec‘dy, if defensively, about the peculiar
P mamtt}‘;in Jxohence as Wilbur Cash. In The Mind of the South
e o maina me dt ”atv;l;: South of Reconstruction became the new
leashed on emancipatez ;acks ;t;uf‘;)uk:heme;si evel: e o men”un-
- ‘ orn of lost battles, lost m -
i;%zi ﬁohz?a}ll repiessxlon, and the necessity of finding the “s:z;iry;aatl”
smncei sc»: mxc 1to strike at Yankeedom.” Stranded in time and cirfum-
e e thlgf Z'wilre}ilted by f)hc conquerots, white Southerners, in Cash’s
e oeie ovn ate run. ‘val almost always has a historical logic, and
planation. Historian Sheldon Hackney has suggested th :
sot{:;e of S‘o‘uthem violence rests in “a Southern world view gtﬁa: (eicﬁtn . g: .
;c;ixd;e g;l:t:a:il :1:;11 ph}fsxcal‘ enxiit()‘nmcnt as hostile and casts the ;ihit:
s eo passive vicrim .of malevolent forces.” To locate the
€construction violence in American memory, we must seek
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it not only in the darkness of evil, but as Hackney says, in “the sense of griev-
ance that is at the heart of the Southern identity,” however mythical that
grievance’s origins or horrible its outcomes.*

In Southern lore, in formal history, and eventually in popular culture, the
Klan, as the saviors of Southern society, racial order, and white womanhood,
attained a heroic image in American memory, a place from which the organi-
zation could be dislodged only during the latter half of the twentigth century.
As Primo Levi has written of the memory of genocidal violence, “the end
point of the deformation of the memory of a committed fault is its complete
suppression.” Such suppressions of memory and responsibility can be the re-
sult of a “deliberate intent to lie, but in other cases we are faced with a fossil-
ized lie, an ancient lie frozen into a formula.” Nothing in the popular South-
ern and national image of Reconstruction by the turn of the century caused
more spirited defense or aggressive evasion than the role of the Klan and vio-
lence in the white South’s overthrow of Reconstruction.”

In two widely popular books, The Leopard’s Spots (1902) and The Clans-
man (190s), Thomas Dixon Jr., a North Carolinian born during the war, pro-
vided the Klan and its violence with its most enduring romantic mythology.
The Clansman became a popular success as a stage production as well as a
novel, and provided the basis for D. W. Griffith's epic film Birth of a Nation
(a collaboration with Dixon) in 1915. Dixon’s vicious version of the idea that
blacks had caused the Civil War by their very presence, and that Northern
radicalism during Reconstruction failed to understand that freedom had ush-
ered blacks as a race into barbarism, neatly framed the story of the rise of he-
roic vigilantism in the South. Reluctantly, Klansmen—white men—had to

take the law into their own hands in order to save Southern white woman-
hood from the sexual brutality of black men. Dixon's vision captured the atti-
tudes of thousands and forged in story form a collective memory of how the
war may have been lost but Reconstruction was won—by the South and by a
reconciled nation. Riding as masked cavalry, the Klan stopped corrupt gov-
ernment, prevented the anarchy of “Negro rule,” and most of all, saved white
supremacy.® They were the noble founders of a new, reunited nation, the

white Lancelots of the American reunion. The Klan thus found a place as a

frozen formula (Levis “fossilized lie”) in the mainstream of American histori-

cal consciousness.

With time Dixon’s brand of radical racism became an embarrassment
within the genteel South. But at the turn of the century, the theory of black
retrogression and the sympathetic explanation of Southern violence during
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Reconstruction were widely held assumptions about American history. Dixse
after the War (1906), a popular history of the Reconstruction era by a Virgin-
ian, Myrta Lockett Avary, nurtured the popular legends of Reconstruction,
“With freedom,” she announced, “the negro, en masse, relapsed promptly
into the voodooism of Africa, Emotional extravaganzas, which for the sake of
his health and sanity, if for nothing else, had been held in check by his own-
ers, were indulged withour restraint.” Avary derided the political activity of
blacks in Union Leagues, claiming thar these “secrer” societies committed

acts of oppression against white Southerners far worse than anything the

Klan ever did. According to Avary, “the swing back to savagery the instant the

master-hand was removed” provided the “inflammable material upon which
political sharpers played without scruple” upon Southern blacks,?

Avary plied the Southern imagination about Reconstruction with an indis-

ctiminate use of quotation marks from her personal sources and with a flood
of alleged “facts” abour black rapists and white female victims, According to
Avary, Southern white women lived during the postwar years as “prisoners of
fear.” She detailed one story of an 1870 lynching where a heroic mob fol-
lowed strict orders not to drink liquor and not to mutilate the body of the ex-
ecuted. Avary took pride in writing dialect. After the black man pleads for his
life, saying “Bur fo’ Gawd, gent'mun, ef 2 white man fom de Norf hadn’t
putt in my hade dat a white ’oman warn’ none too good fuh,” Avary clini-
cally describes how “word was given, and he dropped into eternity.” She de-
cried the pattern of lynching in more recent times when the “moderation” of
the Reconstruction era had collapsed into “orgies of vengeance.” Bur she felt
assured of the legacy of the earlier era, and portrayed the original Klan as a
necessary, if unfortunate, outcome of social chaos and an arm of community
justice. In the spirit of reconciliation, Avary placed the racial violence of Re-
construction in the comfort zone of national progress. “Informed Northern-
ers,” she opined, “will concede thar the evils of the day justified or excused
the Klan’s existence. For my part, I believe thar this country owes a heavy
debr to its noiseless white horsemen, shades of a troubled past.”%

Troubled indeed. The vision of Dixon, Avary, and other Klan apologists
deformed the reality of the white counterrevolution during Reconstruction.
The Ku Klux Klan was founded as 2 social club composed of young Confed-
erate veterans looking for amusement in their small town of Pulaski, in Giles
County, Tennessee, in 1866. It took roor, though, in the social chaos and bi-
terness of the immediate postwar years in many regions in the South. Within
ayear, its rituals and initiation ceremonies gave way to more systemaric acrs
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f abuse against the independence of the freedpeople. In August 1866;63*1:l
Giles Cour Freedmen’s Bureau agent, Captain George E. judd,«repo‘r:i :
Gl'les Co'um};x stility toward Yankees and the freedmen. “The people oh
he’Lgmmmgd orade them [blacks),” said Judd, and keep them down to w.at
e Canffxo egadl their proper place.” “The consequence,” the agent .contmd-‘
o litoblacks had to fight their way against the abuse of the whxtels a‘;m
P Waf t ath ted out of the proceeds of their labor.” The fight had only c;
Y :jack saloonkeeper in Pulaski hung out a sign on the front o
i‘ilsn;;lz:/?:}rxla: read “Equal Rights,” it was torn down c;hc: same d;y“l:g'rsaeg:zrs
k alated into muc
. lo{’:’a"l "Vhi6ms.688uca};l :;:: CI’S::;Z‘; atEL:rsicri::ICly every Southern stzm:.”l
o “;(118 Z;'—as r’levcr a well-organized conspiracy; it tendf:d to be largeb 1y rur;
alTh:i 1 :2:21 in character. It thrived where the Democratic and I){epu 1csac :
arics, 3 Il as the two races, were in relative balance. The Klans purpo
fvirr:ees;sisn:zlly political; it sought to maintain white suprex::czlr ;x:ic; :zpt
iscipli omic dependency among t .
E):;srl;:r aizctl}f:i:ethzt(siazzzf silent sipporters, aimIeJd to des;roz :2; rlz:,
’ e Democratic Party, and o
pul?lica?{ Party’trsz:t/i‘:o:?i\rli;ffge}?cteh: f;(tltzlm by itself did not succeed in over-
radlca% Ccorllieconstrucdon government in any Southern S.t:jlte Pcr‘ se‘,d it
I::::vli:g ; pattern of counterrevolutionary violenc; andh‘pol%ncal :::er:nt ha;
i in the 1870s. By whippings, )
o Fhat h; IECdszcos:;f::l}sl,.t:::iC::ulrz}:e}:, an7d huxz,dreds of murders and
burm'ng . h O;lar; wanted to win back as much of a status quo ante?ellurz
g Ede hieve. Their victims were teachers, black students, )thte an
o C(;'u' 'acs anc‘i uncounted numbers of freedmen and thexr‘ families
blﬁ:)kpz(;tilzli;l:ttc,l in Republican politics or gained some economic auton-
w
Omgi:ck politicians and delegates to conventions were ;spcc;aﬂzn\sr:tx:;irgzz
i e black members of ¢
v 'vmle'nci‘hj:tSf::ktl I;l !Z;Z?:;ﬁi‘ame victims, including seven who
Convenm:il , 13 The Klan often attacked only individuals. Sometimes, l;ow—
e, m;u er;c;:l wholesale attacks on communities or broke up chub ican
lles, ’;‘;‘ . attacks occasionally resulted in large casualties, such as one 12
gmcsl;er 1:;2 in Greene County, Alabama, where four blacks wci; k(x:ﬂedl:a
ﬁfi;:four wounded, or another in 1870 in .Laurens Coun;y;, i::wcr:iaseé
here after Republicans won a local election, some 150 bla e s o
;rlo; their homes and thirteen murdered. In South Carolina alone,
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fall elections of 1870 to April 1871, formal testimony recorded some
thirty-eight murders and hundreds of whippings. In Meridian, Miississippi,
in 1871, local black orarors were arrested for delivering “incendiary speeches.”
At a court hearing, gunfire erupted, and the white Republican judge and two
defendants were killed, In a day-long riot that followed in Meridian, some
thirty blacks were slaughtered by mobs,»

in those many that did, selective political assassinations destroyed the Repub-
lican Party and rendered independent black political and economic life un-
tenable. As many as 150 people, mostly black, may have died in political vio-
lence in Jackson County, Florida, between 1868 and 1871. In some counties of
northern Alabama (cspecially Madison, including the town of Huntsville),

and the first decades of the twentieth century. Bur in Kentucky alone, one es-
timate suggests that in the first ten years after the war, ar least three hundred
people, mostly black, perished ar the hands of lynch mobs, and that during
the period 1867—71 in rural countes of central Kentucky, as many as
twenty-five lynchings occurred per year,

Fortunately, stace governments and the U.S. Congress launched investiga-
tions of Klan violence during Reconstruction, leaving thousands of pages of
testimony from which to imagine the fate and hear the voices of the victims
as well as some of the perpetrators of this reign of terror, In widespread hear-
ings, an initial collective memory of violence emerges from the interstices of
fact, fable, denial, and grief. Some Southern states held hearings to determine
the extent of Klan activity. In Tennessee, many freedmen, as well as Unjon
army veterans and white schoolteachers, testified about beatings and mur.
ders. Several gave accounts of a particularly bad rampage by Klansmen on the
Fourth of July, 1868, in Giles County. Among the victims was John Dunlap, a
white principal of a black schoo] who was dragged from his home in the dark
of night by a mob of fifty. Dunlap described his ritual whipping: “They then
stood me in the middle of the road, and ordered me to ler down my pants;
then turned my shirt up over my head, and fastened it They then struck me
each five licks.” From Maury County, Tennessee, a black former Union sol-
dier, Charles Belefont, testified for hundreds of others with similar nightmare

— Il —

e . i f the Emancipation Proclamation, un-

ices a black veteran holding a copy o mancip ‘ o
bsens N“ftd;?: 3:::1 waom'an and children below. The soldier’s downcast cyI;s pon;t vtyc;ek 1;
e f:::’:: ‘l:itany of murders and burnings by white rioters and Klansmen. (Harper
monum

October 10, 1868)
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Si;t)e.rfen:;zu[Thcy hc::lme to my house one Saturday nighe . . . and took me
- C;l » Oneor:; r ;ndredh).'ards and f,m'ppcd me. There were nine in this
Belebons et em w ipped me.” Asked the reason for his beating
i ol “.,‘t ey said I was a damned nigger and had been 2 Yanke;
e Man t); 1tnesses at the Tennessee commission hearings described the
e mes and masks of the Klan, with red and white oW
pings over their horses, and special flags. Some blacks testified tog resrilss-’

descri . .
h::;r’xl:;ci l;lxlrsnzerl: laid out on a rock, blindfolded, his shirt pulled over his
P :;/lers ripped down. Just as Klansmen began to administer
s o disp « ,d bey were fired upon from the woods by his black rescuers;
s w;:n se : ut not bef0fe shooting and wounding Stegall. Stegall es:
e tto lfve in Nafhw.lle; his loss was immense, “I left half interest
o hrsix a;r:leto t;:f:g;r:c rcs:xijt;gall,”“;bout twenty acres of corn, and
: twe wheat.” Expressing a
Zlc:rl.; f\%:;uflc:;lcti again in such hearings over ths next %hreia;::, tShritgalwlo;ic_i
e 18 Wh?cgctitsxrn to my home, in consequence of the state of feeling
s common to all colored men who voted the Radical
' In a series of Enforcement Acts in 187071
;xi};:s:i cit%zens against intimidation ar71d tZr;cfr:?: ie: SSZ:?:?I?S&EZC:T;
most s ;[e);nci e;actrﬁent, the Ku Klux Klan Act of April 1871, made pr,ivare
oot ,ht well as any offen.ses against the political rights of individu-
g hei ght to equal protection of the laws, punishable under federal
2and enforceable by federal troops. The Klan Act even authorized the

energy to their i ibi
suchgi’n : repeal. Republicans exhibized considerable hesitation about
exte i
et nsion ogederal power, but in the end, the sheer necessity of a
onse to Klan violence co
mpelled them i
ek < 1o act. As part of this ef-
> stop the Klan, Congress decided to organize the KKKpHearin hf
gest investigation of its kind o
ever attempted by the U.S
B s | Y the U.S. government,3
oo fm d <;f seven senators and fourteen fepresentatives, the Joint Select
% ﬁe to Inquire into the Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrecti
i ; : ion-
ng wt;.s hr;t assembled in Washingron, D.C., in March 1871, The firse hez:r1
lc *. > * ! B
hear}n s eian in May 1871, Investigated only North Carolina As those
: .
g8 ensued through the summer, other subcommittees consisting of
el
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Congressmen of both parties and utilizing detectives hired to assemble de-

tailed evidence on Klan atrocities, opened hearings in South Carolina, Geor-

gia, Florida, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi. The hearings were often

highly partisan, with Republican majority and Democratic minority repre-
sentatives producing witnesses designed to contradict the other side. The
hearings also faced enormous hostility from the Democratic Southern press,
some of which conducted campaigns of misinformation. Many Southern
newspapers and politicians Jabored hard in 1871 to convince voters that the
Klan hearings were nothing more than an elaborate Republican effort to fab-
ricate “outrage” stories as preparation for the 1872 presidential campaign.
The notions of Yankee “despotism” and “bayonet rule,” so crucial to the de-
veloping legend of Reconstruction that would eventually freeze Southern and
national memory of the period, were widely aired during the neatly nine
months of KKK investigations.”

These public hearings are a unique testament of how law and order col-
lapsed in many areas of the South, and to the shuddering brutality of many
white Southerners toward blacks and any whites judged to be complicitous
with the Yankee conqueror. They are America’s first public record where ordi-
nary freedmen, public officials, poor white farmers, Klansmen, and former
Confederate generals came before federal officials-and described, or evaded,
what the war had wrought—a revolutionary society that attempted forms of
racial equality withour the means or ultimate will to enforce them against a
counterrevolutionary political impulse determined to destroy the new order.
The hearings were designed to produce prosecution and justice. Some justice
was achieved, but the reconciliation that the country ultimately reached iron-
ically emerged through avoidance and denunciation of the mountain of ugly

truths recorded in those hearings.’

Klan violence against blacks in the Reconstruction South succeeded espe-
cially in its uses of fear. For so many victims of the violence, the emotional
and ideological legacies of their experiences endured as part of individual and
community memories. These dangerous and painful memories undoubtedly
caused conflicted emotions of guilt and rage, humiliation and vengeance,
and profound distrust. If raw memories and bitter hostilities still drove the
national political discourse during at least the decade of Reconstruction, how
could it have been any different in the hearts and minds of black and white
Southerners? Mob violence injected poisons into Civil War memory that
only resistance, decades of time, and turns in history could begin to eradi-

cate.
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Torture, almost by definition, drives human beings beyond their limits of
endurance and understanding. “Whoever was tortured, stays tortured,”
wrote Auschwitz survivor Jean Amery; “whoever has succumbed to torture
can no longer feel at home in the world. Trust in the world . . . will not be re-
gained.” Klan violence was never so systematic as the Nazi Holocaust; the
death of freedmen or white Republicans was never its sole aim. Bu in their
testimonies many victims left clues to the burdens with which the survivors
of Klan terror lived. Dragged from his house in the dark of the night in
Rutherfordton, North Carolina, white Republican state legislator James Jus-
tice was pistol-whipped, forced to run through streets with “nothing in the
world on but the loose shirt that I wear ar night,” and then beaten. Before
telling his own gruesome tale, Justice described the results he had seen of
Klan outrages on the bodies of black folk. “] have seen a great many persons
in Raleigh,” declared Justice, “who have come there and exhibited their pet-
sons to anyone who might wish to see them, with their backs lashed, and
with wounds from gun and pistol-shots . . . I remember to have seen one col-
ored man whose body presented quite a mangled appearance,”

Klan tortures knew no limits and sometimes collapsed into sadism and
rape. In South Carolina, a white schoolteacher was dragged into a clearing,
blindfolded, and forced to kiss the naked bodies of a group of assembled
blacks. “They made me kiss the negro man’s posterior, and held it open and
made me kiss it,” said the teacher, “and as well as I remember a negro
woman’s t0o, and also her private parts, and then told me to have sexual con-
nection with her.” He refused and was beaten. The mob leader then “asked
me how I liked that for nigger equality.” In his judicial district of North
Carolina’s central piedmont, Albjon Tourgée reported twelve murders, nine
rapes, fourteen arsons, and over seven hundred whippings (including one of
a woman 103 years old). Asked if he knew of other rapes than the one he re-
ported, North Carolina freedman Essic Harris replied: “Oh yes, several
times. That has been very common . . . it has got to be an old saying.” Harris
spoke of a2 woman named Miss Sally who remarked that when the Yankees
came (during the war) “she saw a heap of trouble; bur she said the Yankees
were gentlemen compared to these Ku Klux. :

I many sections of the South there were communities of the scarred as
well as many mourners for the dead victims. Freedman James Beckwith
testified in Columbus, Mississippi, in November 1871, that he had been at-
tacked in his own house by a white-robed mob looking for money. Hanged
twice from tree limbs, with his feet apparently dangling just close enough to
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the ground that he did not die, Beckwith nevertheles§ lost conscllousnests.
“They hung me up,” said Beckwith. “I never knew not'hmg.. Wh;n cam:1 2
I was scrambling on the ground.” Beckwith and his wife, who washu:t
whipped, lived in fear from that point on. Asked how badl}:i e was am;
Beckwith replied: “I have been uneasy. I have w?rkcd and made a ;rop, o
worked in uneasiness all the time . . . I was suffering for three mont : j\o I\t,I :
I couldn’® see at all hardly, and I did no work for two or three wee.ks. 12—
sissippi freedman, Sanders Flint, testified abO\‘lt‘ the murder .of his ng/o stotr;1 e,
Joseph and Willis. The three Flints had been jailed over a dispute a lou
division of a crop with a landowner. A mob of local white men, near }}: c:;f;y
one of whom Flint could name, dragged their prey from the jail at n;g t. A e
elder Flint somehow escaped from the mob but the two sons wete later shot
in the head; their discarded bodies were found some eight d?ys ‘late}rl or:{ a
river bottom.* In the memorialization that swept over Ameflfa int t; e;
cades after the war, no monuments ever commemorated t}‘xe pitifyl dea. $0
the Joseph and Willis Flints across the Soufh. These stories and lcg;?xr,t::
much a part of the struggle over the meaning of the Civil War ;s icke \
Charge or Sherman’s March to the Sea, never found a place in the nation’s
epxg(./hole families experienced Klan terror together and lived wit‘h its .legacly.
Jackson and Jane Surratt testified in Spartanburg, South Caro}maf, in JL;1 )e'
1871. The Surratts sharecropped a piece of land about one n}lle rcirrll1 tb -
Cowpens Battle Ground of the Revolutionary War. The tale o angu;s e
gan as so many others: “Open the door or we will kil the last one :1)' )jo ,d
Jackson remembered the Klansmen shout. “I was scared anfi opene ;t, :;n
they cried, ‘Gentlemen blindfold him.” They started off with me, a(rix‘ ckcc)ir
run in the house and cursed and tore and jerked my daughter out, an 1 (ieg ;
my wife and my wife’s son out of bed.” Jane had her sevcn-mc?njl—o aby
torn from her arms. Outside in the night, “they made us all lie own—l:my
wife and all. They had us nearly naked.” Jackson sorr}chow seems ;o a\;e
gotten away into a swamp. But Jane Surratt and he“r chlldrer’x were w 1p;;:ki
Asked how badly “hurt” she was, Jane responded: “I couldnf hol;i :iny chi
on my lap to suckle it; I had to lay it on the bed and stanc% byit.1 ':_n nobwi);
to rest except on the flat of my belly.” Jane Surrarc »T/omcd especially al Z ;
the effects of the beatings on her children. “They whxpped my son x:insera 1}:
bad; they whipped my daughter very bad; she 1}% not been able to do muc A
since; 1 don't believe she will ever get over it.” From so many Af:cou;t; ?
doors knocked in; shots fired into small houses; hearths and beds invaded in
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the night; men, women, children, and old people of both genders trapped in
a psychology of sleepless fright; and people dragged in their nightclot}}:eps into
ﬁeldf and ritually whipped, we can only conclude that thousands of black
folk in many regions of the South, especially in the period 1868~71, reaped a
long-lasting harvest of torture and fear.4 They became witnesses of ’ter : f
their families and communities for generations to come. i
Ex%)ressions of fear permeate the Klan hearings held in 1871, and this fear
constitutes perhaps the deepest layer of the memories that blacks took into
the f:t,uure from the experience of violence. Statements such as “T have not fel
safe,” or “I was afraid they might come and whip me . . . again,” and maZ ;
othe.r such passages ring through again and again from the te;ﬁum of thz
hearings. After being whipped while “stark naked” by two men he knew well
an‘d hac'l been “raised with,” Mervin Givens was asked why he did nort brin
suit against his tormentors. His answer spoke of common sense and the lo if
of terror: “For fear they would shoot me. If ] was to bring them up here aid
could not prove the thing exactly on them, and they were to get Sut of it, I
would not expect to live much longer.” Essic Harris described his area ,of
North Carolina as one where fear governed the daily lives of black folk
Asked if blacks were in a “worse condition now than when in slavery,” H i
unreservedly declared: “Of course they must be. They must keep tll‘l}:’:ir dzl:rlj
barred up . . . Pretty much all the colored people have their doors barred;
they are afraid to keep them any other way.” Thousands of blacks sim l,
took to the woods in regions of North and South Carolina, Georgia Floriiay
and Alabama, afraid o stay in their homes after they or their neigh,bors h ci
been attacked, and sometimes their homes burned. “I had laid out in t;
woods for months,” reported a South Carolina freedman, “like I was a drom{—3
edary or a hog or a cow afraid to go in to the house; that was hard, I think
for.poor negroes.” None who experienced these depredations coulci have re:
mained unafﬁected in :ihe long term by such cruelty. Fantasies of revenge or
escape must have mixed in i
e v mix the psyches of many blacks with a fear-struck and
. The final, 632-page report of the Congressional subcommittees, submitted
in February 1872, demonstrates not only the severe partisansh’i through
which Americans interpreted Reconstruction violence, but also dfe dan :
ously divided memories that such terror had 'produ,ced. In the ina'éri il
port, %{epublicans may have exaggerated the extent of Klan »organiz;tioxjy a:z:
conspiracy, but they did so with little vindictiveness and a remarkable degree
of understanding about the social and economic plight of the South in j§71

— 120 —

RECONSTRUCTION AND RECONCILIATION

The majority report also left no doubt about the horror of individual acts of
atrocity. The authors reprinted the lengthy testimony of South Carolinian
Elias Hill. Hill had been stricken since age seven with a disease that had ren-
dered him crippled in both arms and legs. Unable to walk or even feed him-
self, Hill's freedom had been purchased by his father during slavery. He be-
came a self-taught teacher and Baprtist preacher, and after emancipation, he
taught in a freedmen’s school and wrote business correspondence for other
blacks. For his work in a Union League and his alleged “political sermons,”
Klansmen carried Hill out of his cabin in May 1871, threw him into the yard,
beat his deformed body with a horsewhip, and threatened to kill him if he
would not send a public disavowal of the Republican Party to the local news-
paper. Cringing on the ground, Hill was accused by his attackers of lying.
“Upon honor,” he cried in response. But “they said I had no honor, and hit me
again” (emphasis added). From his experience of abuse, Hill lost any hope of
living peaceably in America and made written application to emigrate to Li-
beria. In highlighting this story of cruelty to a crippled yet literate and pub-
licly active man, the Republicans sought “to put the story of his wrongs in his
own language” and demonstrate that Klan violence was an integral part of
real politics.*

Although the Republican authors of the majority report exercised “for-
bearance and conciliation” while understanding that “reluctant obedience is
all that is to be hoped for” from white Southerners, they were adamant about
the need for federal enforcement and prosecution. The “list of men mur-
dered and maltreated” in the nine South Carolina counties where the Klan
ruled for months, the report argued, required “the strong arm of the govern-
ment both to protect its citizens in the enjoyment of their rights” and to stave
off an already “initiated war of races.” The “experiment” of Reconstruction
needed more time to succeed, declared the majority report in a combination
of passive and active voices, and the freedpeople needed “protection.”

The Democratic authors of the minority report fashioned an elaborate
version of the victimized and oppressed South, and argued vehemently that
most of the alleged Klan violence simply had not occurred. A full-throated
appeal to the tragic legend of Reconstruction informed the entire minority
report. “History, till now,” declared the Democrats, “gives no account of a
conqueror so cruel as to place his vanquished foes under the dominion of
their former slaves.” The Reconstruction Acts, the Freedmen’s Bureau, and
the radical constitutions had all been “framed by venal adventurers and illit-

erate negroes.” Offices in state governments were “filled with ignorance, vice,
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3ncli 'unblushing corruption.” And the South swarmed with carpetbagger
seizing everything moveable.” Thus the “oppressed” (a word usid regia:
edly) South, “gorged with plunder,” endured the cruelties of an im crialp
queror an‘d collected its grievances in the storehouse of memory. P
The minority report from the Klan hearings could have servec.i as an initial
script for Dixon’s and Griffichs’s Birzh of a Nation. The struggle to control th
memory, as well as the politics of Reconstruction, is everywhere apparent i:
the report. Democrats were fond of quoting Nathan Bedford Fortestp the fo
mer Confederate cavalry general and one of the founders of the'KIar; in Terf-
nessee, whose evasive language in his testimony before the hcarings left lieel
doubt of the organization’s purpose. “It had no political purpose,” claim ;
Forrest. “I think it was for self-protection.” Forging the Klan apolo’ etics the
Zvould enfiure well into the twentieth century, the report decﬁtred th::
Ku-KluX{sm - was the legitimare offspring of misrule; it follows and dis.
appears with its parent.”” The vigilante war carried on by the Klan and its
minions during Reconstruction left an indelible and voluminously doc
mentec.i legacy. North and South would yet find a way to sentimcntai,ize anuc;
reconclxl‘e even this element of the war’s afrermath. But the failure of racial
rcconc':xlhlation, so crucial to any ultimate working through of the meaning of
the Civil War, took root in the Klan's reign of terror in 186871, The ci:-
tested legacy of Klan violence deformed understandings of histor}; unsettled
black memories for decades, inspired white Southerners in their s;ru le fo
self-determination and local rule, and most immediately, played agg“ ai
role in the electoral politics of the 1870s. Y o

THE ELE CTION OF 1872 pirted increasingly incompatible memories of
war, emancipation, and Reconstruction against one another. Throughout the
Ku Klux crises of 1871 and into the election year of 1872, Frederick Douglas
remamc‘ed a vigilant voice for the emancipationist legacy of the war. AsgthS
Republican Party prepared to renominate President Grant in June xé 2 5
fend off the insurgency in its own ranks known as the Liberal Re :bliin
movement, Douglass described what he saw as the gravity of thepcom'an
election. “The fruits of ten years of labor, suffering, and loss are ar sra.klc;1§
wro‘t‘e the former slave. What hung in the balance in the coming election w;s
the‘ freedom, equality, and national harmony” forged by the “suppression of
a gxgantic slaveholding rebellion.” Disgusted by what he petceivegis the “do
ceitful cry that all the questions raised by the war . . . are now settle -
)
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Douglass warned that “the slave demon still rides the southern gale, and
breathes out fire and wrath.” Douglass had long interpreted the Klan, Demo-
crats, and the survival of Southern rebellion as a unified political force. While
black life and human rights were so insecure, Douglass could not stomach
the drumbeats for reconciliation. Douglass resented what he called “this cry
of peace! peace! where there is no peace.”#® To him, the election of 1872 was
still a referendum on the meaning of the war and the survival of Recon-
struction.
In 1872, the first Grant administration listed under the weight of corrup-
tion and cronyism. Although Grant had stood up to the Klan and used fed-
eral authority to put it out of business in the South, the Republican Party un-
der his leadership had become a formalized organization ruled by patronage
and ridden with scandal. For much of the party, the wartime idealism and the
egalitarian vision of the radical Republicans survived without passion as so
many slogans on old banners. By 1871, a “reform” insurgency, led by the Ger-
man-born Carl Schurz, a former Union general, and by influential intellectu-
als and editors such as E. L. Godkin of the Nation, had developed within the
Republican ranks (it eventually grew into a formidable coalition). At heart,
these were men who had always been contemptuous of the activist state that
radicals such as Thaddeus Stevens had fashioned out of the war. They were
proponents of classical financial liberalism: laissez-faire government, free
trade, and the gold standard as moral principles. They believed deeply in the
ideas of tradition and progress. The reformers were middle-class and well ed-
ucated, fearful of class conflict, and determined to curb what they perceived
as the dangers of mass politics and universal suffrage.”

One of the liberal reformers’ targets, therefore, was the very existence of
Reconstruction in the South. These “best men,” as they fashioned them-
selves, wanted governments, North and South, led by each region’s “natural
leaders.” They tended to oppose federal action against the Klan on Constitu-
tional grounds, and favored universal amnesty for ex-Confederates. Godkin
led this rhetorical retreat from Reconstruction just as the new order had
taken a foothold in the South. “Reconstruction and slavery we have done
with,” he declared in March 1872, “for administrative and revenue reform we
are eager.” Demonstrating the stark differences in how the legacies of the war
were defined within the old Republican coalition, the Natioris editor an-
swered Douglass’s condemnations of “rebels,” old and new. “Reconstruction”
concluded Godkin, “seems to be morally a more disastrous process than re-

bellion.”s*
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At the national level, Liberal Republicanism emerged out of alliances of re-
form Democrats and Republicans in at least three upper South startes: Vir-
ginia, Tennessee, and Missouri. In speeches in St. Louis in September 1870,
and a year later in Nashville, Carl Schurz launched a crusade for civil service
reform, tariff reduction, and various other economic measures such as land
grants to railroads. But the South, Reconstruction, and a swelling chorus of
reconciliation were primary themes of Schurz’s speeches. “Every sensible man
knows that the Civil War is over,” he told the faithful in St. Louis. Any “ne-
cessity for exceptional measures for . . . the protection of loyal people” [en-
forcement of Reconstruction] had “ceased to exist.” To Southern blacks,
Schurz gave direct advice: “repel those who . . . strive to seduce and make
tools of you, as your most dangerous enemies [carpetbaggers].” In Nashville,
Schurz demanded that the Civil War Constitutional Amendments be up-
held, but advocated amnesty for all ex-Confederates, cessation of all federal
intervention, and “local self-government” in the South by leaders of “prop-
erty and enterprise.” His call for “fraternal feeling” between the sections and
the races seemed hollow at best to blacks while Klan violence continued un-
abated and the Klan hearings received widespread press coverage.s!

During the Liberal Republicans’ ill-fated convention in Cincinnati, held
in May 1872, this collection of strange political bedfellows (all alienated from
Grant, but of very different persuasions on tariffs, corruption, black righs,
and other issues) nominared the quixotic Horace Greeley. Divided and with-
out discipline, the Liberal Republicans woke up after three days of a conven-
tion with a candidate that most of the leading lights of their movement op-
posed, even despised. Greeley’s protectionism was at odds with one of the
new party’s founding principles, and the former abolitionist and advocate of
black rights now sounded more like a Democrat when he addressed any Re-
construction issue. The central cause around which a reform coalition could
be held together was the contest becween Reconstruction and reconciliation.

Since his role in paying Jefferson Davis's bail in 1867, Greeley had been a
crusader for sectional reunion. In 1871, Greeley fashioned himself an agricul-
tural reformer and embarked on a lengthy speaking tour of Mississippi, Loui-
siana, and Texas, ostensibly to speak on farming improvements for the
Southwest. Bur at nearly every stop, he addressed Southerners about the need
of reconciliation for agricultural and business growth, and for the develop-

ment of railroads. In his letters back to the Tribune, Greeley began to carve
out an eventual campaign strategy. From Memphis, he observed that perhaps
two-thirds of former slaveholders, complaining about labor discipline, would
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gladly “have their slaves back again.” Greeley wrote of the planter clasbs with
genuine sympathy and declared that “years must pass tfcfo'rc they can be rec-
onciled” to the new regime. From Vicksburg, Missxssxppxl, he offered many
observations on the conditions of the freedmen and claimed that he had
“conversed with no black who was not hopeful and confident as to the f:uturc
of his race.” When Greeley returned to New York, he spoke to a reception at
the Lincoln Club-Rooms in Union Square. All the death and sacrifice of the
war could have been avoided, Greeley now believed, if I\{ortheme‘rs and
Southerners had simply traveled and communicated more dxrectl.y thh“one
another. Half a million men had died, the old editor claimed, s”xmpl)" be-
cause the North and South had failed to understand each other.. While as;
suring the New Yorkers that the Klan was “no myth,” Greily believed that i
universal amnesty had been instituted right after the war, th‘cre wokxld have
been no Ku Klux in 1871.” But Greeley was ready for new issues. Gt::ntlc-
men,” he proclaimed, “the past is past . . . am weary of fighting over issues
that ought to be dead.” Thus Greeley readied himself for a run against
Grant and Reconstruction. Greeley seemed to believe that all the nation
needed ro attain from the travails of Reconstruction was a bad memory. .
Greeley the reconciliationist was popular in the provinces. Many‘ whxt;l
Southerners and Democrats across the country signed on early to t.he 1dc?a o
a Greeley-led third party. Although the Liberal Republican campaign f‘mle.d,
it is a compelling measure of the degree and character of the reconcxhau‘omst
impulse in America during Reconstruction. For many, the Greeley can.dld?\iy
represented a racial, class, and sectional resurgence all ar once. Cas.sxus“ h.
Clay wrote to Greeley from Kentucky in Fcbn.xary 1872, condemning “the
continued persecution of the South by not granting amnesty and b.y continu-
ally decrying them as rebels.” The editor of the Weekly Cauca.cmz 11::
Lexington, Missouri, calling himself an “out and out un.rcconstru’Cte“d rc;d el,
urged Greeley to run for President as a means of. ending G.rant.s rec hf:.sls,
corrupt, debauched . . . administration.”®® This mixture of sincerity, unholy
alliance, and opportunism produced a potent forcF for fcctnon?l reunion tl;at
could not yet fully crystalize electorally. But in time, it provided a base for
inds of political and cultural victories. .
Od;::xk:::any wﬁi:c Southerners it made good sense to suspend the f.uncnon
of the Democratic Party for an election, to join all th? apparent anti-Grant,
anti-corruption sentiment as 2 means of achieving their goals of 1oc3l auton-
omy and white supremacy. An Arkansan informed Schurz that the “most ex;‘
treme and prominent Rebels here consider you [Schurz] as the Redeemer o
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the country.” H. S. Foote of Mississippi endorsed the Liberal Republicans
because they promised “future fraternal relations between Northern and
Southern men” and an end to the “grinding oppression of carpetbag govern-
ments.” And a Kentuckian, declaring himself a “friend to the colored race,”
offered support to the new movement because he felt comfortable that the
Liberal Republicans would restore Southerners to “equality” and return
blacks to their proper place. The American reunion ultimately grew in
many fertile soils—pure sentiment, genuine fervor for healing, white racial
solidarity, the mutuality of soldiers’ valor, and business interests. But here in
1872, even Yankee moral reformers posed as redeemers of the South.

When Greeley accepted the Liberal Republican nomination in 1872, he
put into play one of the longest lasting slogans in the history of the American
reunion. He embraced the “New Departure from jealousies, strifes, and
hates” and declared his confidence thar “the masses of our countrymen,
North and South, are eager to clasp hands across the bloody chasm which has
too long divided them” (emphasis added).>s In July, the Democratic Party en-
dorsed, or rather accepted, Greeley as its candidate. Many Democrats found
Greeley’s bizarre campaign hard to champion. But in the end the combined
themes of “honesty and peace,” code words for many different aims, kept
large numbers of Democrats under the Liberal Republican banner. Although
a failure at the polls, the appeal to reconciliation drew Democrats like a be-
guiling siren song. Humiliated by the blunder in nominating Greeley, and
cager for an alternative, Schurz may have put it best in his own admission of
why he felt “no escape” from his own movement's odd creation. He would
support Greeley, Schurz told Godkin, because reunion rhetoric could appeal
“strongly to those who are in contact wich the South and feel the full impor-
tance of . . . the pacification and regeneration of that part of the country.”ss

Hence, in one disjointed address after another, especially on a campaign
tour of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky during Sep-
tember 17~29, when he delivered some two hundred speeches, Greeley beat
the only drum he and his strange coalition possessed. In Pittsburgh, Greeley
offended Union veterans who had just recencly held a large convention in
that city to endorse Grant. He chastized the soldiers for their continued loy-

alty to their former general, calling their stand “pseudo-heroic.” Greeley paid
dearly for that blunder at the polls. In Erie, Pennsylvania, Greeley was met by
a local black delegation seeking to shake his hand; he offended them as well,
appearing “as though he would gladly forgo the pleasure of the meeting.”
And in Jeffersonville, Indiana, in an apparent appeal to Democrats, the can-
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didate declared that his long past as an “enemy of slavery,” and his ac?vocac?:
of “the rights, the dignity . . . of free labor . . . might h.ave been a mistake.
Greeley kept trying to bridge the “bloody chasm,” harping on what the New
York Times called his “old hobby of ‘reconciliation.”s ‘ ‘

For their part in 1872, the Republicans responded t?y ﬂogg‘x‘ng the be.cra,l’
Republicans and their new friends, the Democrats, with the “bloody shirt.
When the Greeley campaign resorted to sending former Confcderat‘c gener-
als such as John B. Gordon (a Georgia Democrat and Klan operat{ve) mt(’),
Northern states like Indiana to preach the gospel of the whitf: “superior race
and the “trampled, bleeding, impoverished South,” chub'hcans responded
with their own tales of oppression. Imagery of Ku Klux violence filled Re-
publican speeches. “Go vote to burn school houses, desecrate cliurchcs and
violate women,” Benjamin Butler proclaimed in Massachl{setts, or vote for
Horace Greeley, which means the same thing.”s To lose this rhetfmcal battle
about the terms of reconciliation would be tantamount to reversing the bat-
tlefield verdicts of 1865 and denouncing the relative success of the federal
counterattack on the Klan. .

The elitist persuasion of reform liberalism had very little appeal among
blacks. Frederick Douglass stumped for Grant everywhere the Republicans
would unleash him. Sickened by the “hand clasping across the bloody chasm
business,” Douglass pilloried the Greeley-led Democrats as the party that had
“murdered half a million loyal men to destroy the government and petpetu-
ate slavery.” No Republican orator clarified the stakes in 1872 quite l.lke
Douglass. The opposition served up a “grear love fea:st c?f reconcxlxatllon
cooked by Mr. Greeley” where “Southern brethren are indirectly promised
the first seats at the common table.” Such a political meal was premature a.nd
simply could not be served to the majority in 1872. ’I“he Greeley campaign
stumbled early and never regained its feet. Grant, runningon a pliat.form tf.xar

still pledged enforcement of the Civil War Mendmcncs, won decisively V’;:l;h
ss percent of the popular vote and by carrying ever?r.Northern state. h‘e
“bloody chasm” was still both meaningful and pohtxcallly useful. Within
weeks of the election, exhausted and humiliated, Greeley died. .

But something else died as well in that election. The 1872 campaign
spelled the final collapse of Republican radicalism. Bec.aufc he loathed Grgnt
and wanted to find other moral paths to protect civil rights, even Chatles
Sumner, as faithful a champion of black equality as the U.S. Senate had ever
seen, had joined the Liberal Republican movement. In July 1872, Sa:unncr rei :
sponded to a request by black citizens in Washington, D.C., for his counse
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on the election. Sumner vehemently endorsed Greeley over Grant, reaching
into the past to portray the editor as the “life-long abolitionist” and the Presi-
dent as the offender of black equality who, “except as a soldier summoned by
the accident of war, never did anything against Slavery.” Sumner urged
blacks not to worry about the Democrars joining the Liberals; they had
“changed” and had signed on to a “sacred covenant” led by an old abolition-
ist. Sumner wanted the “two sections and the two races . . . lifted from the
ruts and grooves in which they are now fastened, and instead of trritating an-
tagonism without end, there shall be sympathetic cooperation.” In this strange
political year, Sumner suspended judgment about the price of forgetting.

Thar such language of reconciliation was directed at black voters by one of
their champions is indicative of how inexorable the process of reunion would

be in America. “I am against the policy of hate,” concluded Sumner. “Pile up

the ashes; extinguish the flames; abolish the hate.”® Sumner enjoyed enor-

mous respect among blacks, bur his “just say no to hate” impulse did not

make sense to most blacks. The price of suspending memory was just too

great to follow a reconciliationist agenda less than a decade after emanci-

pation.

What Douglass called the “peculiar” election lefe much confusion abour
just what the Republican Party had come to represent. Under the heat of the
third party challenge, Republicans in Congress cut tariffs and passed an am-
nesty bill, returning citizenship and the franchise to some twenty thousand
ex-Confederates. Perhaps most importantly, while defeating the “clasping
hands” strategy of the Greeley campaign, Republicans had themselves partic-
ipated in a vast airing of the idea of reconciliation. Most Republicans were
not opposed to reunion; most did not share Douglass’s desire to thwart the
reconciliationist legacy until the emancipationist legacy could be perma-
nently secured. In the 1872 election, Reconstruction (meaning federal en-
forcement of the new regime of black civil and political liberty) had been
thrown on the defensive; it was a cause served by memory more than by ac-
tive commitment. In his classic Reconstruction novel A Fool’s Errand, Albion
Tourgée captured with wry insight the waning of radicalism among aging abo-
litionists. “I dont wonder,” says the carpetbagger-hero Comfort Servosse to
his oldest friend, “that men who had been in what our modern slang denom-
inates the ‘racket’ of the antislavery reform should be tired, I fully realize thar
a lifetime of struggle takes away a man’s relish for fight. Old men never be-
come missionaries.” In the spring of 1873, after Grant's second inauguration,
Douglass worried about the “fatigue” and “repose” of the Republican Party.
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He summed up much recent political history and looked clear—e}fed at the fu-
ture. “The apparent powerlessness of the enemy,” said Douglass in one of the
last editorials in his failing newspaper, “makes us careless about the use of our

”61
strength. ‘ . ‘ . ]
In that same spring, 1873, an economic depression hit America and rav

aged the economy. The Panic of 1873 permanently shifted the I‘elatiol‘lsh‘lp
between labor and capital, and opened fissures of class and labor' con‘ﬂxlct in
ways that Americans had never experienced. If Democrats and -racm}l vio cncl:c
had not put Reconstruction into permanent retreat, economic crises surely
did over the ensuing four years. The yearnings for peace and rccc?ncxllanon
(which were often equated with better business growth anfi relations) now
went hand in hand with economic fear, with financial and mt‘cllectual elites
entrenching themselves ideologically in ord.er to protect private p;opcrty
against the challenges of workers organized in unions and western ﬁar.rr}xler;
gathered in Granges. Memories of the war and struggles over the unfinis e
business of Reconstruction now merged with daily emergencies of economic
survival or ruin. These persistent economic agonies of the Gilded Age, cou-
pled with labor violence and farmers’ revolts, ev?ntually‘m:idc soldlzr.sl‘ re”
unions and monument building attractive for their esscntxal“ respectal ”1 ity.
Old soldiers were to serve as the people’s equivalent ‘of the‘ best men’ th
ran newspapers, magazines, and companies and who mcreasmg%y denoux;ilel
labor unionism and other forms of political democracfy. ipcakmg“fcl)rce y
for his class, E. L. Godkin identified the “labor question” as the “disease o’f
which this Christian civilization of ours is to perish.”‘ Unchecked, worke;s
pursuit of “equality of conditions,” argued Godkin, “will eventually prove fa-
tal to art, to science, to literature, and to law.”® o
As widespread joblessness swept through America’s major cities in h1874—75,
giving rise to a desperate “Work or Bread” movement among thbc t ous‘anls
of unemployed, Northerners began to celebrate Me‘morxal_Day y :outme):
decorating Confederate graves like those of the Ur-u.on' defxd. This sam; a;
tention” to the Confederate dead, said the reconcxhauo‘mst Neu‘/ York rfd-
une, now under the editorship of staunch Liberal Rep.ubhcan Whitelaw Re.l i
showed “that time is softening the asperities growing out ?f aJong civi
wat.”® The whole social fabric needed healing and) rebuﬂdxlng;. somehow,
confidence had to be secured from the past, since it dxd‘not exist in the pres-
ent. Modes of military memory served as a bulwark against all manner of SOI;
cial disorder that might rise up from the laboring masses, The war and blac
freedom were slowly but surely becoming the history transferred to memory,
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to be invoked as occasions and political imperatives demanded. Civil War
memory was the nation’s sectional and racial baggage, hauled into the future;
in the final years of Reconstruction, the weight of that baggage, continuall :
laden with the debris of newer conflicts, got only heavier. ’ ’

Des PITE ITS DEBACLE in 1872, the Democratic Party’s role in carrying
the weight of Civil War memory shifted startlingly in its electoral vicrories in
the off-year Congressional elections of 1874. Due to the depression, and to
widespread distaste for the Granc administration’s scandals, the 187\4‘ e’lections
took on more drama than ordinary Congressional contests. Attacking the
new civil rights bill pending in Congress, fanning the flames of white su-
premacy, and generally benefitting from Republican disaffection from
Gram:'mm, Democrats pulled off one of the biggest political upsets in Ameri-
can history. “The Republican Party Struck by Lightning,” shouted a headline
in one of that party’s own papers in Buffalo; “Busted. The Radical Machine
Gone to Smash,” announced the gleeful Louisville Courier-Journal, The
I?emocrats not only captured the House of Representatives for the first time
since before the war, but they did so by turning overnight a Republican ma-
jority of 198-88 into Democratic control by 169-109. Democrats won nine-
teen of twenty-five governors’ races, and in state after state overturned the
Civil War era’s political landscape. Even in Massachusetts, the governorship
wasllost to 2 Democrat for the first time since 1858. In the South, the Demo-
cratic victory meant the destruction of many state Republican parties for the
rest of the century; it also restored to Democrats the statehouses and gover-
norships of Arkansas, Alabama, and Florida, leaving only four remainin
ex-Confederate states to be “redeemed” from Reconstruction.® °
Riding economic discontent, the appeal of home rule, and in some states
tbe continued use of terror, Southern “Redeemers” {(white Democrats) car-
ried on a counterrevolution that by 1875 eventually had returned them to
power in every Southern state but three (Louisiana, South Carolina, and
flonda). Mississippi joined the ranks of the “redeemed” in 1875 throug’h the
1f1famous “shotgun policy,” an especially violent campaign of abuse and in-
timidation of black voters that was unstopped by federal intervention. In
these years of Southern redemption and the steady Northern retreat from .Re-
consmfcrion, Republicans paid dearly for their recent history of support for
black liberty and equality. White fears of an imagined racial equality, coupled
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with economic insecurity and increasing hostility toward the acrivist state,
drove Reconstruction into the ground. The black writer and historian Wil-
liam Wells Brown put it succinctly in 1874: “There is a feeling all over this
country that the Negro has got about as much as he ought to have.” Most
Northern whites retreated to the legal doctrine of “guaranteed rights” and
considered the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to be all the nation
ever owed the freedpeople.”® Millions of white Southerners, joined by large
numbers of white Northerners, now targeted those very Constitutional
changes for either destruction or neglect.

With dire consequences for the emancipationist legacy of the war, the Re-
publican Party had become by 187576 the party of memory, and the Demo-
crats the party of the future. Politically, a decade after Appomattox, the
meaning and memory of the revolution of 1863 faltered in the face of the
counterrevolution of 1874. Republican Congressman James Garfield ac-
knowledged that his party’s disaster in 1874 had resulted from “a general apa-
thy among the people concerning the war and the negro.” And in the winter
of 1875, at a meeting in Faneuil Hall in Boston about federal intervention in
the violent and chaotic politics of Louisiana, Wendell Phillips was shouted
down when he spoke up for protection of black rights, prompting the New
York Times to conclude that “Wendell Phillips and William Lloyd Garrison
are not exactly extinct from American politics, but they represent ideas in re-
gard to the South which the majority of the Republican party have out-
grown,”6

Indeed, many Northern papers ran increasingly derisive stories about
blacks and Republican rule in the South, many of which served the creation
of the tragic legend of Reconstruction. The New York Tribunés correspon-
dent interviewed South Carolina black legislator Beverly Nash in May 1875.
Nash is portrayed as shrewdly corrupt and enriching himself while*ignorant
of public policy. “Reputed to have $100,000 laid up,” Nash babbles in dialect
during an evasive interview. On only one issue does he seem direct and cer-
tain. Asked if he thinks Grant should run for a third term in 1876, Nash dem-
onstrates that Republicans stand for nothing but organizational loyalty sup-
ported by ignorant freedmen in office. “It ain't no use talkin’, Sah,” says

Nash, “ef Grant gets de nomination, we're guine for him. South Carolinall
vote for de Devil ef he runs on de Republican ticket . . . We'd go for Grant, 1
reckon, ’cause he’s de Boss Devill” The interview ends with Nash portrayed
as a false “High Churchman” who urges people to attend services while he
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bilks money from the “pockets of the oppressed people of South Carolina.”s”
In such widely circulated racist parodies of Southern black politicians, the
myth of carpetbag rule gained long-lasting legitimacy.

As America prepared to celebrate the centennial of its independence in
1875—76, African Americans confronted a complex dilemma of allegiance,
hope, and memory. Their liberty and rights were the result of the Second
American Revolution, although they had always appropriated the ideology of
the first. Black freedom was the child of civil war; black rights were the prod-
ucts of blood, destruction, and fierce political conflict. No true national con-
sensus ever gathered around the cause of black liberry and equality except as
it was necessary to restoring and reimagining the republic itself. But Ameri-
cans generally had run low on imagination abour racial matters by the time
of the centennial. Whether the nation’s “new birth” of freedom would be sus-
tained was an unsettled question. Egalitarianism and humanitarianism were
tired traditions, and black freedom itself now depended for survival on a rip-
ening sectional reconciliation. The situation was cause for worry and cele-
bration.

On July 5, 1875, Frederick Douglass gave an oration at Hillsdale, outside of
Washington, D.C., entitled “The Color Question.” Douglass reflected in
racialized terms on the impending American Centennial. He fiercely claimed
the historical birthright of blacks in America; they “had never forsaken the
white man in any great emergency.” But at this hundredth anniversary of the
founding, the nation, Douglass feared, would “lift to the sky its million
voices in one grand Centennial hosanna of peace and good will to all the
white race.” As a black citizen, he dreaded the day when “this great white race
has renewed its vows of patriotism and flowed back into its accustomed
channels.” Douglass, worried about the hold of white supremacy on Amer-
icas historical consciousness, looked back upon fifteen years of unparalleled
change for his people and asked the core question in the nation’s struggle over
the memory of the Civil War: “If war among the whites brought peace and
liberty to the blacks, whar will peace among the whites bring?”s® (emphasis
added). For more than a century since Reconstruction, through cycles of
great advancement and periods of cynical reaction in American race rela-
tions, Douglass’s question has echoed through American political culture.

At that celebration on July 5 ourside Washington, Joha Mercer Langston,
the black former abolitionist and now Howard University law professor, also
spoke. Both orators mixed their appeals to a beleaguered African American
patriotism and citizenship rights with an insistence on black self-reliance. In
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the face of the demise of Reconstruction and the Democratic Party’s counter-
revolution, this dualism had special poignance. “We must not beg men to do
for us what we ought to do for ourselves,” challenged Douglass. With even
more verve, Langston demanded that “the hour has come for us to manage
our own institutions.” “If we have colored banks,” he announced, “we must
have colored bankers; if we have colored schools, let us have our own teach-
ers.” This combination of rights language with the self-reliant impulse for in-
stitution-building marks in 1875 the pathway of most black ideological strug-
gles well into the twentieth century. Both Douglass and Lax.lgston seer‘ncd to
be readying their black audience for the long haul; they might be losing to-

- . - aow
During Reconstruction and its aftermiath, Frederick ‘Douglass, former slave] abohuoms.t,
writer, and renowned orator, was among the most persistent voices of an emancipationist i
3

sion of Civil War memory. (Library of Congress)

— 133 =




RACE AND REUNION:-

RECONSTRUCTION AND RECONCILIATION

day’s political bartle on the ground, but perhaps they could organize, create
their own conditions, and still win the war over memory. They were quite
right to ask loudly, as Douglass did, “in what position will this stupendous
reconciliation leave the colored people?”
Thar very same day in Vicksburg, Mississippi, an answer to such a ques-
tion rang ourt with terrible clarity. In conjunction with the centennial, and
anticipating what a black observer called the “general feeling of amity and
fraternity . . . serting in on all sides, both south and north,” some two hun-
dred to three hundred black folk from the countryside joined as many from
the city for a ceremony at the Vicksburg courthouse. The event was led by
white Republican circuit court judge George E Brown, and two of the most
prominent black politicians in Mississippi, superintendent of state public ed-
ucation T. W. Cardozo, and Secretary of State James Hill. A black minister
delivered a reading of the Declaration of Independence. Judge Brown spoke
with moderation about the “progress of the country.” Hill gave more of a po-
lirical speech, one that was “not ultra,” said the correspondent of the Chris-
#ian Recorder, but “not so guarded and discreet” either. Then a white mob en-
tered the courthouse, ordered the meeting dispersed, and began to bear the
black participants as they rushed to the doors and widows in a “panic.”
Within twenty minutes, some fifry white men had gathered in the court-
house yard, and after a pistol shot signal, the mob opened up with rifles on
the remainder of the black crowd, killing two immediately and mortally
wounding several others. “Thus ended the ninety ninth anniversary of Amer-
ican freedom (?),” wrote an eyewitness. The observer, identifying himself
only as “Veni Vidi” (“I came, I saw”), laid the blame for this particular massa-
cre at the feet of the “now generous and forgetful northern yankee,” and on
the “New York Tribune’ for its “continually feasting these red-handed gen-
try.” Veni Vidi saw the very meaning of national reconciliation in the
Vicksburg killings at the Fourth of July celebration. “Boston . . . and Ohio,”
he wrote, “hold the coats of Georgia and Mississippi, while they slay the
common victim of northern prejudice and southern hate.” The correspon-
dent’s recourse was to appeal to furure justice, and most poignantly, to the
memory of the pivotal passage in Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address: “If it
please God that every drop of blood drawn by the lash shall be compensated
by another drawn with the sword before this war shall close . . . ‘the judg-
ments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.””® From the perspective
of the emancipationist legacy, the Declaration of Independence lay shredded
on the ground along with the dead victims in Vicksburg and a dozen other
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Mississippi towns. By 1875, the use of Lincoln’s 1865 final call to arms to crush
slavery seemed only a sad remnant of a glorious past. ‘

By 1875~76, there were no federal swords of vretr‘xbuuon autho‘nzed for use
in Mississippi or any other Southern state. The will fOf federal intervention
to stop violence and intimidation by “white liners” against blacks and white
Republicans had all but vanished. General William T. Sherman summed up
and endorsed this loss of will in 1875. “Outside help sooner or later mu.st
cease,” he wrote to his brother John, “for our army is ridiculously small, in
case of actual collision. It is only the Memory of our War Power Fhf“ operates
on the Rebel Element now. They have the votes, the will, and willin the End
prevail.””! Sherman’s summation reminds us that the complex drz.u.na of Re-
construction—the test of political wills, ideologies, and the durability of rev-
olutions—in the end turned on which memory might prevail: the revolution
named and enforced in Lincoln’s Second Inaugural, or the Souther::n Demo-
crats’ counterrevolution of the mid-1870s? The freedman casting his ballots
and serving in office, or the same freedman shot dead on the ground? The
revolution of black freedom or the redemption of white supremacy?

IF 1874 was A “referendum on Reconstruction,” then the 1876 pfresiden-
tial election gave the country a referendum on reunionz The Republican and
Democratic parties faced each other for the first time since lbcfore the war as
relative equals, represented in both sections. Given the s?rdxd record of scan-
dal of the outgoing Grant administration, the Republicans ‘neejdcd a per-
ceived reformer and an uncontroversial figure at the top of Fhexr ticket. They
found him by going to their geographical strength in the Midwest, afxd nom-
inated Rutherford B. Hayes, a Civil War veteran, conservative, and
three-term governor of Ohio. Hayes was the first choice of fe‘w chublncans,
but he was acceptable to all. Importantly, he was a rec.on‘c‘:xhatlomst: he wroic
carefully in his letter of acceptance that he believed in honcsF and capable
local self-government” for the South.” In such codes, H?.ycs signaled a Re-
publican abandonment of the last vestiges of Reconstru'cuon. .

The Democrats nominated one of the richest men in Afnenca, the New
York corporate lawyer Samuel J. Tilden. In addition to serving as‘counscl to
railroad kings and bankers, Tilden had helped prosecute ax:d d{slod‘gc the
Tweed Ring in New York; he therefore carried superb refox:m ?redcntxals (in
the common use of the term in those years). Tilden’s nomination by a party
with such commitments to the South, white supremacy, and Reconstruction
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is yet another measure of the extent to which sectional reconciliation had
come to define the Democrats. The character of the reunion they had sought
in 1868, and the one they achieved in 1876, were variations on the same
themes.

In the North in 1876 the Democrats ran against the depression and cor-
tuption. Thrown on the defensive, Republicans resorted to a habitual, if still
useful, rhetoric of the bloody shirt. In the South, Democrats faced deter-
mined, although desperate campaigns by Republicans to survive in the three
“unredeemed” states. Democrats responded with their own tried and true
tactics of violence and intimidation. During 1876, a widespread reign of ter-
ror swept over South Carolina, and black voters and Republican politicians
in Louisiana, Mississippi, and other states endured economic and physical
pressures—and were sometimes murdered. So effective was Democratic in-
timidation of Republicans in Mississippi that a federal official there called the
white population “one vast mob.” Cowed Republicans in several states
begged the Congress and Grant for protection. Several hundred deputy mar-
shals were dispatched to precincts across the South for the November elec-
tions, but their presence turned out to be only symbolic and wholly ineffec-
tve against the abuse they encountered. In many largely Republican
(meaning black) precincts, few votes were cast.”

The election itself ended in a celebrated, if sordid, dispute; it was so close
in the electoral college that when returns in the three pivotal states of Louisi-
ana, Florida, and South Carolina were challenged by both sides, the contest
could only be settled constitutionally in the U.S. Congress. So much fraud
and intimidation took place in the disputed states that no one may ever
know who really won those elections. Undoubtedly, Tilden won the popular
vote, and in the weeks and months following the election great tension envel-
oped the country. Democrats threatened war and promised militias to a cause
of “Tilden or Fight.” Republicans believed with equal fervor that in a com-

pletely fair election Hayes would have won. Rumors spread that in the
South, fear and confusion had set in among the freedpeople, many of whom
believed that a Democratic victory would mean the reestablishment of slay-
ery. Without the votes counted (or settled) for the three disputed states,
Tilden held a margin in the electoral college of 184~166, one vote short of the
Decessaty number for victory. The nineteen electoral votes in the three states,
if penciled into Hayes’s column, would give him the White House by
185~184. In the count ar least, this is precisely what happened, But the dis-
puted election of 1876 was not really settled by numbers; it ended in an elab-
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orate process of deal making at a series of conferences berween Democrats
ublicans.
aml%)}::iig the tense winter months of 1876~77, as”the House of chr;scr;t.a—
tives assembled a returning board to try to “count” the ballots from the dis-
puted states, the politics of fear and blood memory seemt‘z‘d to rule over nevgs;
paper rhetoric. The Chicago Tribune ran columfx‘s a?)mft Confe;er/:t; mb(:‘ nse
rising up in Southern cities. Even the reconf:xhanomst New Yor . re " ,
which held out for Hayes, tried to drive a sectional wedge ’})etwccnl ort e;n
and Southern Democrats. Honoring the “high courage c:’f white ?out ;
erners, the Tribune put the deaths of “half a mx‘llxon men” at the cc;l o
“Norchern Copperheads” (Democrats). “Memories are yet longer, when
sealed with blood,” proclaimed an editorial. “Perhaps the Northern Demo-
crat fancied that the South had forgotten. But graves last longe.r than rr:on;:-
ments; the South can forget everything sooner than it forgets its dead.. The
Atlanta Consritution, while advocating peace, printed rum:)rs of scm_xl:ecre:
militias drilling in upstate New York under names suf:h as Sons of Li ertyd
and the “Phalanx of Loyal Brotherhood.” The ?omtztutzon :.dso coln:enzqe
Republican radicals like Oliver P. Morton _°f Indfanf, whon} it la?e f; a re:
olutionist” eager to “precipitate a war in whxch. he mxgh.t lc)) ;x;e xh
bomb-proof positions.”” But in 1877 the bloody shu*.t, waved in oth Nort
and South, did not prevent the two political parties fr?m fashlémng ag
agreement that preserved the Union, pro‘moted economic expansion, an
concluded the final chapter of Reconstruction. . e ;
The Compromise of 1877 was, indeed, about zn‘rere:ts, t%le. csxrlcs afn
needs of Southerners and Northerners as they barga‘uned a divided ¢ Sccm;ln
result into a plan for political reunion and economic devclopment: outh-
erners wanted “home rule” and all federal troops remov?d from .t}.mr statej,
demands that Republican managers had promised ea}'lx in the crisis. K;d;e ,
in February 1877 Congress eliminated the approprxano}n‘ t.hat :vlou ::;
kept soldiers stationed in the South. Many Southern p'ohn::ixar;s johwaglors
major subsidies for internal improvements—new levies, dre gc ;;'I X
and at least one transcontinental railroad with a Southern terminus. alanu—
facturing companies, railroads, and financial ﬁrr‘ns all wanted a sectional set
tlement and feared the rhetoric of war. A reunion and an ?nd to aixtanon
over black rights and Reconstruction wau%d' be goo(;i for busmcscsl, an n::x;);
companies flooded Congressmen with petitions urging peace an fupio el
a bill to establish an independent commission to count the votes in the bxf
puted states. In the end, the commission, which consisted of eight Republi-
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cans and seven Democrats, voted 8~7 for Hayes as the victor in each disputed
stare.”

Throughout most of the winter of 1877, Democrats sustained an exasper-
ating filibuster against the possibility of Hayes taking office. But for two days
in late February, four Southern Democrats and five Ohio Republicans met
secretly at the Wormley Hotel in Washington and reached the final arrange-
ments of a sectional and partisan compromise. The Democrats promised no
reprisals against Southern Republicans, and agreed to end their filibuster and
allow Hayes to be peacefully inaugurated as President. The Republicans
pledged at least one and possibly two cabiner posts to Democrats in Hayes’s
administration, gave assurance of money to build the Texas-Pacific Railroad,
and agreed to help Democrats take control of the governments in the re-
maining unredeemed states. On March 4, with much of the nation breathing
a sigh of confused relief, Hayes was privately inaugurated at an indoor cere-
mony in the White House, thus avoiding any possible violence or disruption,
At the heart of the Compromise of 1877 was the understanding that Hayes
would institute a “new Southern policy,” one that would leave the South
alone to deal with all questions of governance and race relations. As for black
voting rights, even Grant himself had told his cabinet that he had come to see
the Fifteenth Amendment as a mistake, a law thac “had done the Negro no
good.” By April, Godkin's Nasion had rejoiced in the compromise and an-
nounced that the “negro will disappear from the field of national politics.
Henceforth, the nation as a nation, will have nothing more to do with
him.”¢ A reconciliationist vision mixed with racism stood triumphant, ush-
ering the emancipationist vision of the Civil War into an increasingly blurred
past.

SOUTHERN CONSERVATIVE REDEEMERS now increasingly had
much in common with those Northern Republicans who sought to further
the ends of commerce and thwart labor activism, These two former enemy
persuasions were already becoming an odd sort of political coalition, a
strange but effective memory community devoted to the ends of national
reconciliation and good business. But the compromise, and the version of
memory upon which it was based, had enormous stakes. In a section entitled
“Memories of Reconstruction” in An American: Dilemma (1944), Gunnar
Myrdal examined the place of the tragic legend of Reconstruction in Ameri-
can memory. “These memories” (the story of black domination, carpetbagger
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corruption, and federal tyranny), wrote Myrdal, served the So:th as ci:r;
ished . . . symbols of regional allegiance.” For Northerners and ¢ ¢ nation o
whole, he wrote, “playing up the venality . . . of‘ the Reconsrrucrlxon Sgovch -
ments and touching lightly the pride and prejudices of the rc\:,oltmg. ou]; X
... a means of reconciling the wounds of the Civil War.” Peering fa;
through the decades, Myrdal observed a hi.storical “poplilzfr den?anduo :iv:
American whites for rationalization and national comfort” in their ;o hec v
memory of the Civil War and Reconstruction. Myrdafl und;rsst?h tS altl o
important matters of collective memory serve deep social nee d. : e So o
erner, said Myrdal, “needs to believe that wh?n .thc Negro voted, li c:i w;sa u
bearable.” Myrdal captured with remarkable insight the m:anmg an hc anc
ter of the Civil War’s aftermath in American memory. 'I:'hc myth o :
horrors of Reconstruction,” he concluded, had become with time 2 set 0
“false beliefs with a purpose.””” Thar purpose was tbe Am'cnca‘n rem;;or:xci
achievable in the end only through new regimes of racial sub.)ugatlonc,iad t; ‘
and tragic struggle still only in its formative years. The sections :T: e bc; "
another, almost as polar opposites that made the center hold an ;pt o
an industrial economy humming and a New South on thcf course of ;‘c;fv n
Some of the war’s greatest results, the civil and ‘pohtlcal liberties ? tica
Americans, were slowly becoming sacrificial offerings on the altar of reunion.
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And let that stone an altar be,
: Whereon thanksgivings we may lay,
Where we in deep humility,
For faith and strength renewed may pray . ..

For never let the thought arise
That we are here on sufferance bare;
Outcasts, asylumed ’neath these skies,
And aliens without part or share.

This land is ours by right of birth,
This land is ours by right of toil;

We helped to turn its virgin earth,
Our sweat is in its fruitful soil,

Johnson claims the center of America’s historical memory by right of birth
anc(l( by right of labor. In the poem’s middle he claims it by right o%soldierin
of “blood” and devotion to the “fag”: “We've bought a rightful sonshig ’
here, / {\.nd we have more than paid the price.” As the poem reaches its ho :
ful e'ndmg, Johnson celebrates the abolitionist tradition as America’s natioiil-
destiny and rejects any shame for blacks in the legacies of slavery.” Like th
freedpeople in Charleston who marched around the plancers’ R;ce Cours:
and cAreatcd Memorial Day in 186s, demonstrating their freedom as the true
meaning of the Civil War, at the fiftieth anniversary of emancipation John-
son converted that same meaning into the war’s core memory. The assertionn
andA coe?(istence of this emancipationist memory with all the forces arrayed
against it in 1913 demonstrate just how vital it remained. And vet ic ayl
testified to how divided Civil War memory had become in fifty yea};s and t;"
extent to which blacks had become alienated from the national communi .
remembrance of its most defining event. 7
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Epilogue

Only fools forger the causes of war.

—ALBION W. TOURGEE, An Appeal to Caesar, 1884

Tue sEMICENTENNIAL of the Civil War stimulated a flood of memo-
ries and commemorative activities. In the years that brought Americans to
the eve of World War I, the press was full of retrospective consciousness
about the Civil War; newspapers and magazines ran special features and se-
ries about leaders and battles, and avidly reported reunions and exhibitions.
In the spring of 1911, the New York Times urged its readers to “avoid needless
celebration” of Civil War anniversaries. “All the battles of the civil war were
won by American soldiers,” declared the Times. “All the heroes of that war
were Americans.” These sentiments did not stop the paper, however, from
running many lengthy commemorative sections on one fifty-year anniversary
after another, from Fort Sumter in 1911 through to Appomattox and Lincoln’s
assassination in 1915.!

Understandably, the dominant mode of memory was reconciliation. In ad-
miring the “love feast” berween soldiers of both sections about to occur at
Manassas in 1911 on the fiftieth anniversary of the first batele of Bull Run, the
Nasion acknowledged that the “Civil War day by day” features of many news-
papers might annoy the South. But its editor felt confident that when re-
membrance emphasized “reconciliation rather than conflict,” Americans on
all sides would embrace their Civil War as a “eriumph of brotherhood.” Srill,
the occasional white writer in a Northern journal urged caution in probing
issues such as race and slavery in relation to the war. I a 1912 essay in the As-
lantic Monthly, “The Slave Plantation in Retrospect,” Winthrop Daniels
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warned that “despite the lapse of almost half a century, the embers of the
great conflict in which slavery perished are still hot, if one but deeply stir the
ashes.” From pulpits on Lincoln’s birthday, Sunday, February 12, 1911, some
rabbis and ministers in New York called their congregations to vigilance
about the legacy of emancipation. Joseph Silverman reminded an interracial
audience at Temple Emanu-El that “though the war is ended and the slaves
are freed . . ., there are many white Americans carrying on a war as bitter and
unjust as that carried on against the Negroes fifty years ago.” And the Free
Synagogue invited Reverdy Ransom, pastor of the Bethel AME Church, to
address its congregation. Ransom celebrated black progress since emancipa-
tion, and then called on Jews and blacks to join as “co-partners” against the
“veritable inferno” of racial prejudice that both groups faced in forgetful
America.? The reunion at the semicentennial emerged triumphant, in great
part because American culture had succeeded in keeping considerable dis-
tance between those who stirred and those who doused the embers of
conflict.

In January 1913, Dudley Miles, a French literature professor at Columbia
University, published “The Civil War as Unifier,” an essay that fashioned a
master narrative of reunion. The Civil War’s “true significance,” wrote Miles,
was the rapidity of sectional reconciliation afterward. Contrary to the after-
math of so many other civil wars and revolutions, the American conflict
“deepened and spread the sense of nationality” across the land. Miles pointed
to several “episodes” of public reconciliation during the fifty years since the
war, from Mississippian L. Q. C. Lamar’s eulogy of Massachusetts senator
Charles Sumner in 1874 to Southern poet Sidney Lanier’s nationalistic verses
at the Philadelphia centennial celebration in 1876, from Grant’s death and fu-
neral in 1885 to Henry Grady’s “New South” speech to the New England So-
ciety of New York in 1886. He stressed the new “scientific history” that had
come of age by the 1890s and served the ends of reunion, and in Southern
historical fiction, especially the North's embrace of it, he found the most
influential bond of “love” between the former foes. The Spanish-American
War of 1898, mutual grief over President McKinley's assassination in 1901,
and the return of Confederate battle flags in 1905 all gave Miles confidence
that “what makes our Civil War unique is this remarkable sequel . . . an unex-
ampled obliteration of sectional animosities.”?

In a Southern journal, Miles seemed to speak for the country itself as he
declared a “very easy explanation” for such an outcome to fratricidal war.
“Electricity . . ., industry . . ., and commerce” had knit the nation back to-
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gether. The “torrent” of a “swifter age” had “swept away the bitter memories”
in favor of trade and economic growth. Miles also stressed a special “re-
straint” and “political temper” in the American people that helped them for-
get the past and cement a new nation. In this vision, the Civil War was the
good war, a necessary sacrifice, a noble mutual experience that in the long
run solidified the nation. In a piece published on the fiftieth anniversary of
black emancipation, Miles steadfastly avoided even mentioning slavery, ex-
cept to acknowledge that the triumph of reunion had been made possible, in
part, by the North’s recognition of the South’s need to overcome the “burden
of a crushing social problem” in its own ways. These code words had become
so common in American writing that in national memory, the Civil War was
now the glorious fated event in which slavery and racial division were “re-
moved,” banished from the national story.* In this collective victory narra-
tive, the Civil War, followed by an interlude of bitterness and wrongheaded
policy during Reconstruction, became the heroic crisis survived, a source of
pride that Americans solve their problems and redeem themselves in unity.
Much of the emancipationist vision of Civil War memory was so ill-fitred to
this reunion narrative that during the semicentennial it simply had to coexist
in isolation from national remembrance of an epic fight and an intersectional

inheritance of reunion,

AT GETTYSBURG, July 1-4, 1913, an extraordinary festival of reconcilia-
tion provided the exclamation mark of the American reunion at its fiftieth
anniversary. Behind the enormous tent city, President Wilson's flying appear-
ance, and all the scenes of Blue-Gray fraternalism was a tremendous organi-
zational effort. Public money paid for the transportation and care of the more
than fifty thousand veterans who came to the Pennsylvania town as honored
guests from every corner of the country. Some one hundred veterans arrived
from California, ten of them Confederates. Vermont sent 669 men, four of
them listed as Confederates. Nevada and Wyoming were the only states not
accounted for at the reunion. The whole event was a logistical and financial
triumph. Not only did a small army of souvenir salesmen flood the streets of
the town of Gettysburg, but no fewer than forty-seven railroad companies
operating in and through Pennsylvania alone were paid a total of $142,282 for
the transportation of veterans. One hundred and fifty-five reporters from the
national and international press covered the event, which was headlined
(along with stunning photographs) during the week of the reunion.?
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Where Wilson came to declare the “quarrel forgotten,” the nation also wit-
nessed a marvel of efficiency. The Great Camp, covering 280 acres and serv-
ing 688,000 meals prepared by 2,170 cooks, laborers, and bakers using
130,048 pounds of flour, warmed the hearts of even the most compulsive ad-
vocates of Taylorism, the popular theory of industrial and management
efficiency. Frederick W. Taylor’s popular Principles of Scientific Management
had just been published in 1911, and the Taylor Society had been founded in
the same year as the Civil War centennial began. The forty-seven miles of
“avenues” completed on the battlefield, lighted by five hundred. electric arc
lights, provided a perfect model of military mobilization and mass produc-
tion. Some thirty-two automatic “bubbling ice water fountains” throughout
the veterans’ quarters offered a delightful example of American technical
prowess. Efficiency advocates warmly approved the extraordinary “prepared-
ness” of the Red Cross and the army medical corps in their efforts to provide
first-class hospital care for the veterans during the encampment. The average
age of veterans at the event was seventy-four, and the Pennsylvania Commis-
sion’s repore celebrated the fact that only nine of the old fellows died during
the reunion, a statistic many times lower than the national average for a

Reconciliation was the theme of the day at the 1913 Getrysburg reunion of Union and Confed-
erate veterans, as tepresented by chis group of *Old Soldier Fiddlers” clasping hands on stage
in preparation for a concert.
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group of that age and number. Efficiency enthusiasts could marvel at the
ninety modern latrines (men’s and women’s) constructed all over the en-
campment. The press was full of celebration of such efficiency. The Philadel-
phia Inquirer marveled at the “more painstaking care, more scientific prepara-
tion and a better discipline than has ever before been known on such an
occasion . . . there never was anything better done in our history.”® To many,
the reunion seemed as much rooted in technological progress, the unity im-
plied in electrification and mass organization, as in the Blue and Gray clasp-
ing hands.

The theme of the reunion from its earliest conception in 1909 was national
harmony and patriotism—a “Peace Jubilee” as the planning commission an-
nounced. Fifty years after Pickett’s Charge (and the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, which was utterly ignored during the week’s ceremonies), Frederick
Douglass’s haunting question from 1875— “what will peace among the whites
bring?”—received a full-throated answer. Only obscure references exist of the
attendance of any black veterans ar the 1913 reunion. In a travel memoir, New
Jersey veteran Walter H. Blake compiled a reminiscence of his journey to
Gettysburg for the event. Blake claimed that “there were colored men on
both sides of the lines.” The Pennsylvania Commission “had made arrange-
ments only for negtoes from the Union side,” lamented the New Jersey vet-
eran, “forgetful of the fact that there were many faithful slaves who fought
against their own interests in their intense loyalty to their Southern mas-
ters.”” The idea of the faithful slave had penetrated deep into the Northern
imagination; Thomas Nelson Page still hovered above even Yankee remem-
brance.

Numerous black men worked as camp laborers, building the tent city and
distributing mess kits and blankets. But nowhere in its published report does
the Pennsylvania Commission indicate how many black veterans, if any, at-
tended the reunion. By the commission’s rules, black GAR members with
documented honorable discharges were eligible to participate. But research
has turned up no evidence that any did atrend. It may have been especially
difficult for black veterans to respond to the reunion’s tone and purpose. One
of Walter Blake’s anecdotes is what he calls a “very pretty little incident” in
which “a giant of an old negro, Samuel Thompson,” was testing under a
shade tree. Some Confederate veterans came up to shake hands with “the old
darky” and exchange greetings. It is not made clear whether Thompson was a
veteran or not. Blake declares this incident another triumph for kindness and
concludes without the slightest sense of irony: “no color line here.”
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The ceremonies at Gettysburg in 1913 represented a public avowal of the
deeply laid mythology of the Civil War that had captured the popular imagi-

nation by the early twentieth century. The war was remembered primarily as
a tragedy that forged greater unity, as a soldier’s call to sacrifice in order to
save a troubled, but essentially good, Union, not as the crisis of a nation in
1913 still deeply divided over slavery, race, competing definitions of labor, lib-
erty, political economy, and the future of the West. Holmes’s idea of the “sol-
diers’ faith” prevailed at the Gettysburg reunion, as it had for more than two
decades of Blue-Gray fraternalism. Devotion itself was the theme of the day,
and among old soldiers, understandably so. They had come to see ‘and feel
the impulses of their youth. For most of the veterans, whether in their private
tents, listening to brass bands or lone fiddles, or standing erect in front of
news photographers, the four anniversary days were a transcendent expeti-
ence.

The veterans, as well as the gazing crowds, had come to commemorate a
glorious fight; and in the end, everyone was right, no one was wrong, and
something so transforming as the Civil War had been rendered a mutual vic-
tory of the Blue and the Gray by what Virginia governor Mann called the
“splendid movement of reconciliation.” Behind the podiums and bunting,

The 1913 Gertysburg reunion, attended by some 53,000 white veterans, was a segrepated affair
where the issues of slavery, emancipation, and racial equality were absent and the only role for
blacks was as laborers distributing blankets. (Record Group 25, Pennsylvania State Archives)

EPILOGUE

out beyond the throngs of beautiful, if old and frail, men, beyond the specta-
cle of the tent city and smells of campfires, was a society riven with racial
strife. It was a white man’s experience and a white nation that the veterans
and the spectators came to celebrate in July 1913. Any discussion of the war’s
extended meanings in America’s omnipresent “race problem” was simply out
of place. Wilson’s “righteous peace” was far more the theme than Lincoln’s
“rebirth of freedom.” At this remarkable moment when Americans looked
backward with deepening nostalgia and ahead with modern excitement and
fear, Jim Crow, only half-hidden, stalked the dirt paths of the veterans’ tent
city at Gettysburg. He delivered supplies, cleaned the latrines, and may even
have played the tunes at the nation’s feast of national memory. Jim Crow
stalked the streets and backroads of the larger nation as well, and he had re-
cently arrived with a new mandate in the bureaucracies of the federal govern-
ment. The Civil War had become the nation’s inheritance of glory, Recon-
struction the legacy of folly, and the race problem a matter of efficient
schemes of segregation.

Reconciliation is, of course, a noble and essential human impulse. But it
must be understood within historical time, and as similar to any other politi-
cal process that results from contests of human wills. Press reports and edito-
rials about the Gettysburg reunion indicate just how much a combination of
white supremacist and reconciliationist memories had conquered all others
by 1913. The issues of slavery and secession, rejoiced the Washington Post,
were “no longer discussed argumentatively. They are scarcely mentioned at
all, except in connection with the great war to which they led, and by which
they were disposed of for all time.” To the extent that slavery involved a “moral
principle,” argued the Post, “no particular part of the people was responsible
unless, indeed, the burden of responsibility should be shouldered &y she
North for its introduction” (emphasis added). The New York Times hired
Helen D. Longstreet (widow of Confederate general James Longstreet) to
write daily columns about the Getrysburg reunion. She éntertained Times
readers with her dialogues with Southern veterans about the value of Confed-
erate defeat and the beauty of “Old Glory.” She also challenged readers to re-
member the sufferings of women during the Civil War and to consider an
intersectional tribute to them as the theme of the next Blue-Gray reunion.
The nation’s historical memory, concluded the Times, had become so “bal-
anced” that it could never again be “disturbed.”*

The editors of the liberal magazine Outlook were overwhelmed by the
spirit of nationalism at the Gertysburg reunion and declared it a reconcilia-
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tion of “two conceptions of human right and human freedom.” The war, said
the Outlook, had been fought over differing notions of “idealism”: “sover-
eignty of the state” versus “sovereignty of the nation.” Demonstrating the de-
gree to which slavery had vanished from understandings of Civil War causa-
tion in serious intellectual circles, the Ouslook announced that “it was slavery
that raised the question of State sovereignty; but it was not on behalf of slav-
ery, but on behalf of State sovereignty and all tha it implied, that these men
fought.” So normative was this viewpoint that the Outlooks special corre-
spondent at the reunion, Herberr Francis Sherwood, could conclude that the
veterans’ “fraternity . . . showed that no longer need men preach 4 reunited
land, for there were no separated people.” Such was the state of historical
consciousness in Jim Crow America. Slavery (and the whole black experi-
ence) had no place in the formulas by which most Americans found mean-
ings in the Civil War. The Outlook was both accurate and oblivious in its in-
terpretation of the reunion; thus it could conclude without blinking that
“both sides” had fought for “the same ideal—the ideal of civil liberty.”1* This
is, of course, the equality of motive in Civil War memory for which Southern
advocates had pleaded for decades. In both romance and reality, the Lost
Cause had become the desideratum of national reunion.

Reporters from every section of the country registered their sense of awe at
the symbolism of the Gettysburg celebration. The San Francisco Examiner
declared the “jubilee” to be the “supreme justification of war and bartle.”
Now “we know that the great war had to be foughst, that it is well that it was
fought,” announced the Examiner: “a necessary, useful, splendid sacrifice
whereby the whole race of men has been unified.” Such martial spirit and
claims of ritual purging were answered (albeit by a minority voice) in the
Charleston News and Courier. The newspaper in the city where secession be-
gan urged readers not to glorify the “battle itself,” for it was a “frightful and
abominable thing.” If war “thrills us,” declared the News and Courier, “we
lose a vitally important part of the lesson.” But the Brooklyn Daily Eagle kept
the discussion on a higher plane, allowing simultaneously for a recognition
of Northern victory, Southern respect, and faith in American providential
destiny:

Two civilizations met at Gettysburg and fought out the issue be-
tween them under the broad blue sky, in noble, honorable battle
-+ Inone ... the family was the social unit—the family in the old
Roman sense, possibly inclusive of hundreds of slaves. In the other,
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the individual was the only social unit. Within half a century those
two civilizations have become one. Individualism has triumphed.
Yet . . . with a fuller recognition than ever before the war, of the
charm and dignity and cultivation of what has yielded to the hand
of Fate . . . The ways of Providence are inscrutable.”?

This neatly packaged nostalgia from a Northern paper offered xlnystic honor
to the Lost Cause of patriarchal “family” structure, combined with an uneasy
celebration of the victory of individualism in the age of industrialization, all
justified by God's design. In this reconciliationist vision, a homegrown
beneficent Fate governed American memory. Such a depoliticized memory,
cleansed of any lessons about the war’s unresolved legacy of racial strife, had
indeed fostered reconciliation among soldiers, politicians, businessmen, and
scholars. But sectional peace had its costs.

Homilies about reunion, though altogether well meaning, masked as
much as they revealed. Naturally, monuments and reunions had always com-
bined remembrance with healing and, therefore, with forgetting. But racial
justice took a different fork on the road to reunion. Not out of overt conspir-

At the culminaﬁon of a reenactment of Pickercs Charge on July 3, 1913, members of the Phila-
delphia Brigade Association and the Picket’s Division Association clasped hands across the
stone wall they had fought over fifty years earlier. (Record Group 25, Pennsylvania State Ar-
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acy, not by subterfuge alone, did white supremacist memory combine with
reconciliation to dominate how most Americans viewed the war. This result
emerged from the process of history itself, from all the ways that public and
private memories evolve. Thus the Gettysburg reunion took place as a na-
tional ritual in which the ghost of slavery, the very questions of cause and
consequence, might be exorcised once and for all—and an epic conflict
among whites elevated into national mythology. That mythology was the
product of fifty years of cultural evolution, of the growth and erosion of
memories in response to events and social tensions. But it also grew in care-
fully cultivated soil, the harvest of human choices made by powerful leaders
and ordinary folk. Collective memories are the source of group self-
definition, but they are never solely the result of unthinking decisions.

Black newspapers of the era were wary, even resentful, of the celebration at
Getrysburg in 1913. As segregation deepened and lynching persisted, many
black opinion leaders observed history and memory wielded in such a way as
to write blacks out of the story. “We are wondering,” declared the Baltimore
Afro-American Ledger, “whether Mr. Lincoln had the slightest idea in his
mind that the time would ever come when the people of this country would
come to the conclusion that by the ‘People’ he meant only white people.”

The Afro-American identified the stakes of this contest for America’s national

memory: “Today the South is in the saddle, and with the single exception of
slavery, everything it fought for during the days of the Civil War, it has
gained by repression of the Negro within its borders. And the North has qui-
etly allowed it to have its own way.” The Afro-American asserted the historic
loyalty of blacks to the nation and pointed to President Wilson’s recent
forced segregation of federal workers. The “blood” of black soldiers and
lynched citizens, it argued, was “crying from the ground” in the South, un-
heard and strangely unknown at the Blue-Gray reunion.!®

These reactions in the black press are especially telling given the Wilson
administration’s increasingly aggressive program of racial segregation in fed-
eral agencies, enacted that summer of 1913. Federal departments in Washing-
ton were large employers of African Americans. On the day after Decoration
Day, the official segregation of black clerks in the Post Office began. And on
July 12, only a week after Wilson spoke at Gettysburg, orders were issued to
create separate lavatories for blacks and whirtes working in the Treasury De-
partment. These and other segregation policies, stemming in part from the
many white Southerners who had come to Washington with the Wilson ad-
ministration, caused deep resentment and protest among blacks, led largely
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by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP). Such policies, and the sense of betrayal they caused among blacks,
prompted Booker T. Washington, no friend of the NAACP, to declare that l.1e
had “never seen the colored people so discouraged and bitter” as they were in
the summer of 1913. That summer, the NAACP launched a campaign against
segregation practices in the federal government.™ ‘ ‘
By 1913 racism in America had become a cultural industry, and twisted his-
tory a commodity. A segregated society required a segregated historical mem-
ory and a national mythology that could blunt or contain the conflict at the
root of that segregation. Most Americans embraced an unblinking celebra-
tion of reunion and accepted segregation as a natural condition of the races.
Just such a celebration is what one finds in the Atlanza Constitutionts coverage
of the Gettysburg reunion. The Constitution declared that “as never before in
its history the nation is united in demanding that justice and equa% rights be
given all of its citizens.” No doubt these sentiments reflected genuinely }teld
beliefs among white Southerners thar Jim Crow meant “progress” and “re-
form.” The Constitution gushed about the “drama” and “scale” of the symbol-
ism at the Gettysburg reunion, even its “poetry and its fragrance.” But most
important was “the thing for which it stands—the world’s mightiest republic
purged of hate and unworthiness, seared clean of dross by the most fiery ot-
deal in any nation’s history.”s Such were the fruits of America’s segregated
historical consciousness after fifry years. Racial legacies, conflict itself, the bit-
ter consequences of Reconstruction’s failure to make good on the promi‘ses of
emancipation, and the war as America’s second revolution in the meaning of
liberty and equality had been seared clean from the nation’s master narrative.
But that clean narrative of a Civil War between two foes struggling nobly for
equally honorable notions of liberty, of 2 sentimentalized plantation South to
which Americans of the hectic industrial age could escape, of soldiers’ devo-
tion in epic propottions to causes that mattered not, could not rest uncon-

tested forever across American culture,

Tue Crvir War’s fiftieth anniversary season left countless examples of
Americans looking backward and forward. A young George 8. Patton, a cap-
rain in the U.S. Army and the grandson of a Confederate officer in Lee’s
army, was part of the detachment of troops sent to Gettysburg to help “po-
lice” the 1913 reunion. The brash Patton loved to visit Gettysburg and con-
fessed to a “strange fascination” for the place, as well as a desire to “have been
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there” in 1863. But in 1913, with his duty confined to distriburing blankets to
veterans, Patton expressed only contempt for the old Civil War soldiers:
“They are a disgusting bunch dirty and old and of the people who ‘God
loves.”” The nation may have seemed at peace, but the generations were not.
Patton was eager for his own war.'¢
Contrasts of new and old, modernity and tradition, were everywhere in
American culture. For one month in February and March 1913 in New York
City, the celebrated and controversial Armory Show of modern art caused an
enormous stir. Its 1,600 works of art, often treated with irreverence in the
press, attracted one hundred thousand viewers and enduring attention. “To
be afraid of what is different or unfamiliar, is to be afraid of life,” read a typi-
cal line in one of the Armory Shows catalogs.”” But this casting off of tradition
and innocence was a far stretch from the deeply conservative aims of the
United Daughters of the Confederacy, who had reached the peak of their
influence in 1913—through their funding of monuments, efforts to control
Southern textbooks, lobbying of Congressmen, and their ubiquitous essay
contests whereby Southern youth could exhibit the “cruth” of the Lost Cause.
As guardians of culture and memory, the UDC led those who saw modernity
itself as their principal enemy.
In the fall of 1913, a seventy-one-year-old Ambrose Bierce made a last tour
of his old bartlefields in Tennessee; he lumbered fifteen miles around the
Chickamauga and Chattanooga landscapes and at Shiloh found the graves of
some former comrades in his Indiana regiment. He wrote his last letter in
December 1913, en route to Mexico, where he vanished in a mysterious
death. In 1913, the eighteen-volume Plantation edition of Thomas Nelson
Page’s collected works had just been published, and President Wilson ap-
pointed the writer the U.S. ambassador to Italy. Page’s universe of sentimen-
tal and racist abstractions were now available in one well-marketed set. Oliver
Wendell Holmes Jr., who kept his Civil War uniform hanging in his closer,
sat prominently on the Supreme Court, and was not yet halfway through his
thirty-year presence there in 1913. Holmes had converted his unsentimental
view of life as governed by conflict and fate into a judicial philosophy that
understood law as the product of “expetience” and the “felt necessities of the
time.” Holmes's “soldiers’ faith” had directed him forever away from root
causes and premises about law, life, or history, AME bishop Henry McNeal
Turner and the ever-powerful Booker T. Washington, his influence now
openly defied by other blacks but not yet eclipsed, were both still active in
their paradoxical ways in 1913. Both men, one born free and a veteran of the
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war who eventually denounced America, and the other born a sl‘avc who rose
to be the most prominent voice of reconciliation, would die in 1915, cel‘e-
brated as visionaries of how to remember and forge.t. In 1913, 2 thir-
teen-year-old girl named Margarer Mitchell was growing up in Atlanta,
Georgia, surrounded by an abiding Lost Cause tradition ‘shc would Xnt};-
ally represent more popularly than any writer ever. And in Oxford(,i issis-
sippi, a sixteen-year-old boy named William Faulkner was about to drop ol\:t
of high school as he drank in an environment and a burdefl of;smem.or)f e
would later represent more probingly than any Amencan.wnter. Their time
would come two decades later, during the Great Depressxon, when an aston;
ishing American appetite reemerged for the nostalgia and the Lost Ca}usc o
the Old South. Millions would flock to buy the story of Scarlett O H;;a;
struggle in Gone with the Wind (1935) to cope with the crushed but ennoble
South in the aftermath of the war; not nearly as many vs'/ould‘ embr?ce s0 v:ac-1
gerly Thomas Sutpen’s fierce ambitions and the l‘egz}a‘cs hxs family ccl)peb
with on the real and psychological landscapes of Mississippi in Absalom! Ab-
!
ml‘I’;n 'I;Ilz?sl)-iarriet Tubman, the grand old half-ﬁ.)rgotte‘n warrior ?f the Un-
derground Railroad, herself a veteran of service with Umc.m. troops in the vx;a;,
died at ninety-three in Auburn, New York, where local Civil War veterans le
her funeral march. In 1890, after many years of rejected requests, she had re-
ceived a federal pension, but only as a widow after her husband, Nelson Da-
vis, a Civil War soldier, had died. Also in 1913, in early summer, a‘mxc%st all th‘e
attention to Blue-Gray fraternalism and the planning of emancipation exhi-
bitions, W. E. B. Du Bois, a New England child of the Reconstlrucuon years,
took a seven-thousand-mile journey all over the western United States as
spokesman of the NAACP. He delivered twenty public lectures to an esti-
mated 18,000 people in eighteen cities from For.t Worth, T?xas‘, 1o Kax:isas
City, Missouti, to Seattle, Washington. He spoke in huge audmm:mms anf at
small dinners in his honor. Everywhere, Du Bois. s.aw‘an'd admlrc.d the for-
ward-looking, hopeful attitudes of black communities in the Amincan Wcs::.l
Among the 500,000 blacks in those eighteen cities, he found energy an
alertness . . . new ambition and determinedness . . . to f?g‘ht- segregation. I*ic
felt the “cragedy” that overlay Fort Worth and Atlanta, cities that had r:cent );
experienced race riots or lynchings. But in Los Angeles he observc?d a gostp;
of fight and self-assertion,” and in Tacoma he was greeted officially dy e
mayor and spoke to a large interracial audicnct:‘ Contrasts of Qld and new
met Du Bois at every turn: here a Jim Crow railcar, there a group of young
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black professionals brimming with confidence.!? Perhaps it was this trip that
gave Du Bois the ultimate confidence to lead and mount the extraordinary
emancipation exhibition and the Star of Ethiopia pageant later thar fall in
New York.
That spirit of confidence would be crucial to blacks because also in 1913,
D. W. Griffith and Thomas Dixon began their collaboration to bring to the
motion picture screen The Clansman, Dixon’s fiercely racist epic about the
victimized South and the heroism of the Ku Klux Klan. The alienation of the
emancipationist vision, and of the basic substance of black memory, from
mainstream popular remembrance of the Civil War era received no greater
long-term stimulus than when Birsh of a Nation premiered across the country
in the spring of 1915. Dixon, the North Carolina~born author of the extraor-
dinarily successful white supremacist novels Leopard’s Spots (1903) and The
Clansman (1905), which was adapted to the stage with sensational success in
1906, possessed a boundless desire to “teach the north,” he said, “the young
north, what it has never known—the awful suffering of the white man dur-
ing the dreadful reconstruction period. 1 believe that God . . . anointed the
white men of the south . . . to demonstrate to the world thar the white man
must and shall be supreme.” Griffith, who grew up in Louisville, Kentucky,
came of age in the heyday of the Lost Cause. A lover of the Southern martial
tradition and Victorian melodramas, and eager to portray a lost rural inno-
cence in the new urban age, he was in New York by 1908, acting and making
short films. As the fiftieth anniversary of the war approached in 1909-11,
Griffith made several Civil War melodramas. In these films, stock scenes and
characters abound: rebel soldiers going off to war with black fieldhands
cheering, genteel bur sturdy Southern white women, Confederate and Union
soldiers (sometimes brothers) shaking hands while wrapped in the folds of
their flags, and ubiquitously, loyal slaves saving or dying for their masters.20
When Dixon and Griffith connected in New York, the flmmaker was
leading a group of pioneers making scotes of short movies that fed the grow-
ing American appetite for the visual image. During the semicentennial,
American theaters were saturated with Civil War flms lasting fifteen to
twenty-five minutes, with some 98 produced in 1913 alone. These films virtu-
ally all followed ritual plots full of nostalgia, reconciliation, brave if defeated
Confederates surrounded by their virtuous women, and countless uncles and
mammies protecting plantations and arranging marriages of the Blue and
Gray. The films’ subritles repeatedly portrayed the slaves as “happy, con-
tented, and well cared for . . . joyous.as a bunch of school children,” as
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though the obsequious characters on screen did not adcquat{ﬂy Cf::;;n;y :(1)1;
message. Black characters in these films thcm‘selvcs catry the hxst;n " es °
tha slavery was not the cause of the war, and its destruction was the ingeri g
misfortune of the nation and the black race. Not or‘xly do black mammies ane
butlers die saving their white folks from marauding Y.ankees;; bl;: mbsomhe
films, whole families and slave quarters defend plant?nons, and thereby ¢ ¢
South, from its destruction. In one film, The Old Oaks Secref, Old Mosc. evt'en
hides his master’s will in a tree because he cannot face' its manumissio
clause.2t With these characters, Griffith and ot}%ers estabhshcsi a src:lelotyp;
for blacks that would stand for decades as essentially the only image allowe
N ;:eBr?r‘:Z 1:;';1 Nation, Griffith and Dixon gave their well-plied aud}ilcnccs thf
message not only that blacks did not want their freedom, but'also t i;y c‘r;airzs
cipation had been America’s greatest and most d'angerous dls?.stcr. ) u:c i
stunning battle scenes and suspenseful chases, Birth of a 1\§at.wndma et cine
matic history. But it was the racial dramas that anﬁth : msr;c on > e
semicentennial that left the deepest imprint. The lasting signi canccdo s
epic film is that by using powerful imagery, buttressed by enormous athvir; .
ing and political endorsement, it etched a story of Rcconstrucng;: :bo[h
lasted long in America’s historical consciousness. The war was no edob o
sides, the film says, but Reconstruction in the South was dll‘(’.fite ywar-
ranged radicals and sex-crazed blacks, especiall?' ‘tt‘xoscl mulattos giveln un iy
ranted political power. The very lifeblood of cv{xhzanon, of fami 1; ;urvtak;
was at stake for the exploited South; hence, white Southern men ah to o
law and history into their own hands. The Sou.th not only wins in fale eno ;d
Birth of a Nation; it also transforms emancipation, the poter:icx ! seccces_
founding of the American nation, into a reign of' racial terror an Ktl e r;q <
sity of a third creation by the heroic, hooded riders ?f the Kud uJ; ur;
When Gus, a renegade black soldier who has symbolically rapch a;x rr;as'
dered a white gitl, is thrown upon the gr?und by I(}ansmc?n w. lc?k a[\; s
trated and murdered him, the “nation” ac6hx§:/es a rebirth quite unlike
i Jass had in mind in 1863. o
L“;ﬁi“gﬁgg zid other black organizations, as well as some whxt;v d:s.sen‘:
ers (Southern and Northern) protested and c?ndemncd Bzrt/g of :ﬁ at;)oi:z‘ (:n
1915. It opened first in Los Angeles with the title, Clansman, : ;1: eé; o
himself saw the final cur in New York, he urged the new title o.nd . :
Dixon and Griffith were both master promoters, anc.i ‘thcy mana%c hscreer:
ings at the White House and in Congress. In many cities, NAACP chapters,
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Oftf?n armed with thousands of pamphlets and enacting their first direct-
action protests, sought to get the film banned or at least portions of its con-
rent censored. Furor and anger from black communities stalked the movie in
cxry.after city, but it did not stop Dixon, Griffith, and their company from
staging Birth of a Nation in New York with hooded white cavalry outs?,dc the
theater as a promotion. In Boston, black protesters led by William Monroe
Trotter, the militant editor of the Guardsan and fierce critic of Booker Wash-
ington, achieved some success in getting the most offensive scenes banned b

censorship boards. After violence and brawls at theaters, Massachuserts ov}-,
ernor David Ignatius Walsh banned the film in Boston for reasons of ugblic
saf.ery. Through his network of loyalists, Booker Washington sup ported
Griffich’s right to show the film. Among blacks generally, the issue of cinsor-
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ship became a knotry one; some were never comfortable with banning art,
and others launched efforts to make their own counter films. But protest over
Birth of a Nation reinvigorated direct-action resistance and inaugurated 2
new era of dissent in the realm of popular culture. At one point in the Boston
protests, Trotter led a group of blacks who had been thrown out of the state
capitol to the front steps of the golden-domed building. As he spoke in con-
demnation of Griffieh’s vision of the Civil War, the Shaw Memorial, with its
proud black soldiers marching to freedom, stood immediately beneath them
on Boston Common.? In the end, no amount of partial bannings could stop
millions from seeing Bérth of a Nation. It would always be out thete as a set
of images that emancipationist memory of the Civil War would have to

counter.
And so it was that in 1913—15 Civil War memory was both settled and un-

settled; it rested in a core master narrative that led inexorably to reunion of
the sections while whites and blacks divided and struggled mightily even to
know one another across separate societies and an anguished history. Recon-
ciliation joined arms with white supremacy in Civil War memory at the
semicentennial in an unsteady triumph. Just how enduring that triumph
would be was a matter of degree, time, and place. Beleaguered but hardly in-
visible, emancipationist memory lived on to fight another day. The “peace
among the whites” that Douglass had so feared in 1875 had left the country
with 2 kind of Southern victory in the long struggle over Civil War memory.
But because of the enduring significance of race in American society, and be-
cause it would take another political revolution and the largest mass move-
ment for human rights in our history to crush the nation’s racial apartheid
system that had been forged out of the reunion, the first fifty years of remem-
bering the Civil War was but a prelude to future reckonings. All memory is

prelude.

;:;w s;vcms carty more Poignancy for the emancipationist vision of the Civil War than the
: arch on Washmg'toix in-August 1963, the 100th anniversary year of black fréedom, At the
.nal crescendo of his “I Have a Dream” speech, Martin Luther King Jr. imagines 4 day when
:lxs pcog.?led are hfrec at last” in a Jand of true racial reconciliation, but only after an unforgetta-
e reminder thata century after the Civil War, black 1 il ”
, people are still “not free.
by Bob Adelman, Magnum Photos, New York) o e (Fhorograph
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