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      Introduction

      On August 20, 2018, the night before classes began at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), hundreds of protesters gathered in front of a 105-year-old Confederate monument nicknamed “Silent Sam” to demand its removal. Four large banners masked the statue from view. One called “for a world without white supremacy,” while another emblazoned with “Not One More” listed victims of racial violence. A small number of counterprotesters, some of whom had ties to neo-Nazi and other white supremacist organizations, scuffled with the activists.

      Though the rally was nominally in support of history graduate student Maya Little, who in April protested the monument by pouring paint and blood on it, organizers had another purpose, unbeknownst to most. A few of the leaders had planned ahead, using the large banners blocking Silent Sam to hide their preparations to topple the statue. A rope was attached to the monument, and around 9:30 p.m., students pulled—and down came Sam. Ripped from his place of prominence at the entrance to campus, the bronze man was placed in storage as university administrators wrung their hands. The ensuing debates around what to do with the fallen monument ultimately led to the resignation of UNC’s chancellor and the removal of the statue’s base in January 2019. While the statue’s ultimate fate remains undecided as of February 2019, it is clear that the local community does not want the monument returned.1

      This distaste for the monument did not form overnight. In 2003, when UNC professor Gerald Horne called for Sam to be pulled down, the university dismissed the idea out of hand. But the next fifteen years saw a shift, and between August 2017 and December 2018, at least nineteen UNC departments passed resolutions calling for the removal of the statue. Faculty in numerous departments signed public letters supporting protesters. The governor, the mayor of Chapel Hill, and eventually—due to pressure from protesters—even the UNC chancellor called for removal of the monument. This shift in opinion was extraordinary: In 2012, activists had asked for contextualization of the statue, worrying that a request for removal would be too extreme to garner serious consideration. Protesters six years later rejected contextualization out of hand.2 What changed?

      Several factors led Chapel Hill residents to connect Confederate monuments with white supremacy. Foremost, the national conversation about such symbols changed after white supremacists’ terrorist attacks in Charleston and Charlottesville in 2015 and 2017, respectively. By 2018, many Americans had realized there were deep connections between Confederate monuments and white supremacy—connections that went beyond the causes of the Civil War. This was not a new discovery to historians—but the scholarly consensus on the topic reached the public in fresh ways. While the murder of black churchgoers in Charleston focused attention on Confederate symbols, the events in Charlottesville, where neo-Nazis and other hate groups gathered in support of a monument to Robert E. Lee, centered attention specifically on monuments and how they drew white supremacists. Most Chapel Hill residents disliked having a magnet that attracted Nazis to their community, no matter what it stood for.

      But the groundwork for tearing down Silent Sam had been laid even earlier. In 2011, two events changed the debate locally. The first was the formation of the Real Silent Sam Coalition, a group of activist students and community members who felt that UNC needed to address its problematic racial history. These activists and the cohort that followed them would educate the public about the ties between white supremacy and Confederate monuments. The second was the publicization of the original dedication speech given by Confederate veteran Julian Carr. Published in a Daily Tar Heel letter to the editor, excerpts from the address provided activists with a powerful talking point to counter claims that the monument had nothing to do with race. Carr’s own words, discussed more fully in this book’s first two chapters, not only explicitly tied the monument to celebrating white supremacy but also lauded racial violence, including the speaker’s horsewhipping of an unnamed African American woman “until her skirt hung in shreds.”3

      When I first published Carr’s words in the Daily Tar Heel in 2011, I had hoped to teach a few people about the Jim Crow South. I did not realize how activists and other scholars would use the speech to shift the debate around the monument. Activists publicized the speech and disseminated additional historical research to educate the public through op-eds, protest signs, poetry readings, and speeches. By 2017, almost every news article published about the monument quoted the racist dedication speech. For anyone following the story, it has become impossible to deny that the monument had at least some ties to white supremacy without willfully ignoring evidence. As public opinion shifted, the monument’s location in Chapel Hill became untenable. Sam ceased to represent the values of the community.

      Though some decried removing Silent Sam as “sanitizing history” or “erasing the past,” the actual narrative of the past that Sam was designed to propagate was never accurate in the first place. The statue was supposed to teach future generations a whitewashed past that covered distasteful facts with fabricated memories. Indeed, Carr’s speech was not just racist but also filled with deceit. A false past, premised in part upon exaggerations, fraud, and invented stories, provided ideological support for white supremacy during the Jim Crow era.

      This book examines the connections between lies, historical memory, and white supremacy. The collective historical memory propagated by Carr and other Confederate veterans—called the “Lost Cause” narrative—celebrated the Confederacy and its soldiers despite their defeat on the battlefield. Aspects of this narrative, championed by Confederate veterans and their heirs, remain widely accepted today. This book details how white supremacy, fraud, and fabricated memories have fundamentally shaped how Americans, especially white southerners, recalled the past. Lies and falsehoods influenced American understandings of the cause of the war, the military prowess of Confederate soldiers, the level of dissent across the Civil War South, the frequency and causes of desertion, the nature of slavery, and the role of racism in American history. Moreover, at the turn of the twentieth century, a Lost Cause narrative celebrating white supremacy became a crucial rhetorical tool for white North Carolinians in their efforts to justify segregation, disenfranchisement, and racial discrimination. As one historian has argued, this narrative “provided a foundation on which southerners built the Jim Crow system.”4 The devastating interplay of white supremacy and false memories of the past during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is the focus of this book. The invented narratives propagated during the Jim Crow era not only continue to exist but still serve to perpetuate racial inequality.

      There is a difference between how historians and the public understand the past. For the purposes of this book, “History—what trained historians do—is a reasoned reconstruction of the past rooted in research.”5 When scholars turn their attention to the ways in which the public recalls and commemorates the past, however, they are studying historical memory. Personal memories of the Civil War were written down, disseminated, and molded into coherent narratives. Americans who had not fought, even those not yet born, thus learned a collective memory of the past—an understanding of how we got where we are. The construction of a collective historical memory involves forgetting inconvenient elements of the past and creating a coherent narrative out of anecdotes, interpretations, and storylines in order to give meaning to events. Of course, no two individuals view the past in exactly the same manner. Still, certain tropes, themes, beliefs, and even some anecdotes are pervasive, if not hegemonic, within the various understandings of the past that individuals within any given group hold.

      Historians often envision Civil War memory as a set of competing master narratives or interpretations held by different groups of Americans. David Blight identified three narratives in his influential Race and Reunion, though other scholars sometimes use four. The narratives that arose after the war can be roughly categorized as (1) the Lost Cause, (2) Emancipationist Memory, (3) the Unionist Cause, and (4) southern Unionist Memory. These narratives, which often contradicted and countered each other, tended to be promoted, respectively, by former Confederates, African Americans, northern whites, and southern white anti-Confederate dissenters. With few exceptions, the Unionist memory largely died off and has often been overlooked by scholars.6 Though this book focuses on the Lost Cause memory, specifically the one crafted in North Carolina during the early twentieth century, white Unionist and African American countermemories also play significant roles in the story.

      Few aspects of any of these narratives were actually universally held within any given group; each version of the past was colored by local and regional variations. Among Lost Cause proponents, for example, there were competing narratives over which state was most loyal to the Confederacy. North Carolina—like all the former Confederate states—had its own version of the Lost Cause, defined by its unique postwar politics and wartime experience.

      But even in the face of local particularities, several central tenets of the Lost Cause were embraced by many, if not most, white southerners in the century after the Civil War. First, the Confederacy’s cause was noble and just, and the war was fundamentally about states’ rights, not slavery. Second, slavery was benevolent and slaves content in their station, so much so that the Civil War and Reconstruction upset a natural racial hierarchy. Third, Confederates were among the greatest soldiers in history, and they were only defeated due to the Union’s superior manpower and resources. These tenets led to the conclusion that instead of being remembered as traitors, Confederates should be recalled as heroic defenders of American principles. This memory of the past offered a useful tool for politicians wanting to justify and defend white supremacy in the Jim Crow South.

      In North Carolina, the primary focus of this book, white supremacist politicians “needed” the Lost Cause perhaps more than in any other state. Historians of memory rarely focus on North Carolina, yet Democrats in the state had the greatest need for a unifying narrative to attract white voters, and the state had the most to forget about the war.7 North Carolina’s Confederate reputation was one that did not always shine. It was the second-to-last state to secede, having voted against secession in a popular referendum on February 28, 1861. Only the firing on Fort Sumter, Lincoln’s call for volunteers, and the secession of Virginia (which left North Carolina isolated) prompted the state’s legislature to secede. The actual population never endorsed secession; in fact, many North Carolinians actively opposed the Confederacy.8 Indeed, North Carolinians were reluctant to enlist in the Confederate army and the state had more conscripts and draft exemptions than any other. While not necessarily a sign of anti-Confederate sentiment, an estimated twenty-four thousand North Carolinians deserted from Confederate units during the course of the war, more deserters than from any other state. Additionally, an estimated ten thousand white and five thousand black North Carolinians enlisted in the United States military.9

      For much of the war, North Carolina was peripheral to the main campaigns. In 1862, Union forces invaded the state from the coast, but that front remained a sideshow to the conflict in Virginia. The Union presence along the coast provided an escape route for fugitive slaves and white dissenters, and both African American and white Unionists aided the US army. Deserters and draft dodgers forced the Confederate high command to send frontline troops to suppress dissent in the Piedmont, while Unionist sentiment led to intracommunity strife in the mountains. In the final months of the war, as the Confederacy collapsed, more of the state experienced Union invasion. Fort Fisher, one of the last strategically important coastal forts held by Confederates, fell to a Union assault in January 1865. In March, William Tecumseh Sherman’s troops entered the state from the south, while George Stoneman’s cavalry invaded from the west, his troops advancing as far east as Winston-Salem before the war ended. By late April, when in the largest surrender of the war Johnston capitulated to Sherman near Durham, Confederates controlled only a fragment of the state.10 North Carolina’s lack of key battlefields and poor military performance meant former Confederates in the state had much to paper over with fabricated memories.

      If Confederates struggled to unite the North Carolina home front during the war, white Democratic control of North Carolina was also weaker in the late nineteenth century than in many other southern states. North Carolina’s biracial Republican Party had more white supporters than that of any other state in the former Confederacy, threatening the hegemonic control of white supremacists. Indeed, while most southern state governments remained securely in white Democratic hands for over fifty years after Reconstruction, North Carolina’s biracial Fusion movement returned Republicans and African Americans to positions of power as part of a winning coalition in the 1890s before a series of white supremacist campaigns of terror, race riots, intimidation, cheating, and unapologetic appeals to racism returned Democrats to power. To ensure no further threats to white political control, Democrats amended the Reconstruction-era constitution in 1900 to functionally disenfranchise nearly all African Americans in the state. Disenfranchisement alone was not enough, however, and was accompanied by efforts to attract white support. Due to the long-standing division among white North Carolinians, a fabricated collective memory in which the state’s whites had always been united by race became central to the rise of Jim Crow in North Carolina and its maintenance during the first half of the twentieth century.11 This false history obscured a tradition of biracial cooperation in an effort to keep whites and blacks from reuniting politically. Jim Crow leaders used appeals to white racial solidarity to trump the reality of shared economic interest that cut across the color line.

      How we believe the past played out is crucially connected to our identities, which in turn drives how we act in the future. As historian Fitzhugh Brundage argues, “Cultural remembering forges identity, justifies privilege, and sustains cultural norms,” and memory is “the product of intentional creation” to achieve specific ends.12 The identity of white southerners in the postwar South—which “justified segregation and disenfranchisement”—was heavily based on a narrative of the past.13 Other historians have shown that terrible crimes against humanity can be committed by “unifying” a group “around what is effectively a false or skewed version of their history.” For the Jim Crow South, the Lost Cause served as part of what one historian calls “a carefully fabricated version of southern history” that justified racial discrimination.14 The ties between memory and white supremacy have proven impossible to ignore because, since its inception, the Lost Cause’s “very existence depended upon dehumanizing a group of people.”15

      The Lost Cause vision of the past was selective and used for racist ends, and large parts of it were also false. While neither history nor memory can ever be entirely objective, memory, unlike history, is not bound by facts, sources, or evidence. The gap between what actually happened and what society recalls is often a vast chasm. Additionally, memory, both historical and individual, evolves and is not reliant upon research as much as it is upon culture and the needs of the present. C. Vann Woodward pointed out in 1951 that “one of the most significant inventions of the New South was the ‘Old South,’” referring to how remembrances of the antebellum and Civil War eras were constructed and used to sustain the postwar South’s society and culture.16 By 1900, much of what white southerners, especially former Confederates, recalled about the Civil War era went beyond “selective remembrance” and entered the realm of “pure fabrication.”17 The Lost Cause narrative, in short, relied upon numerous falsehoods large and small.

      The Lost Cause’s most obvious lie is its account of the war’s causes. Historians have shown that by the early twentieth century, Confederate memory proponents reframed the war as a conflict over states’ rights instead of slavery. After the war, southern whites replaced a slaveholders’ republic with “a newly revised, newly remembered Confederacy—a Confederacy that pretended to have fought a heroic struggle not for slavery but for liberty, defined as the right of states to self-determination.”18 This allowed Confederates to be recalled not as traitors but as noble patriots fighting to defend a set of American principles that survived the war, despite defeat on the battlefield. With the overturn of Reconstruction and a myth that the war had been over states’ rights, the Confederate war effort appeared to not have been in vain. Indeed, the Lost Cause narrative required losing the war’s actual cause from the story so that former Confederates could claim a victory.

      In addition to a new gallant cause, this narrative required a legacy of valiant military deeds. The Lost Cause presented Confederate soldiers as the greatest in human history, warriors who only lost the war due to the overwhelming resources of the North. While many Confederate soldiers fought well, those who failed to be fully committed to the Confederate cause still needed to be recalled as volunteers fighting to the last. A military record that was anything less than stellar would not serve the needs of Confederate veterans during the Jim Crow era. In “fabricating a history” white men “elevated their own deeds during the war and their efforts to redeem the South afterward.”19 As such, Confederate mythmakers excised the memory of southern dissenters, Unionists, deserters, draft dodgers, and even ambivalent southerners from their retelling of the war.

      Loyal whites were crucial, but the Lost Cause also depended on a memory of faithful slaves and a benevolent vision of the “peculiar institution.” Former Confederates did not want slavery recalled as the brutal, extractive system premised upon violence that, in fact, it was. By depicting the antebellum era as idyllic, race problems in the Jim Crow South could be attributed to emancipation, Reconstruction, or supposed northern interference. In essence, Confederate memory makers argued, segregation and disenfranchisement sought to return the world to its proper order, and the racial violence of the turn-of-the-century South was caused not by virulent racism but by misguided efforts to provide African Americans an equality they neither desired nor deserved.20

      The construction of a coherent Lost Cause narrative was not always a deliberate process. At times, it was an organic one built on minor exaggerations and fabrications woven into daily life. Some stories were created to serve a specific purpose for an individual, often for monetary gain; others, to garner social capital; and others still to aid in political mobilization. Some individuals rewrote their wartime experiences to obtain pensions, frequently committing fraud. Politicians improved their war records to attract voters. In their efforts to craft a usable past, memory makers created, at times out of thin air, stories that served contemporary needs. These tales did not just reflect what was expected by the dominant storylines of the war; they contributed to the creation of a master narrative. While historians have addressed the larger inaccuracies of the Lost Cause’s main tenets—for instance, the centrality of slavery to secession—they have spent less time uncovering a network of smaller fabrications that underpinned the larger Lost Cause myths about the South.

      It should surprise no one that people lied and groups recalled the past inaccurately. Historical memory is constructed from selective remembering, targeted focus, exaggeration, and, this book argues, outright lies. From the Cardiff Giant to the Virginia Dare Stones, American history is full of attempts to fabricate the past, often in pursuit of money or fame. Hoaxes can play upon existing aspects of ideology and identity by manipulating expectations, and thus lies can tell historians a great deal about culture.21 French scholar Pierre Nora explained that memory “only accommodates those facts that suit it,” but he might have added that memory can make up false details that suit it as well.22 The Lost Cause, like all collective memories, involved aspects of the past being “willfully recalled and deliberately forgotten.”23 But in addition to lies of omission, outright fraud and the creation of events and entire people out of thin air played a role in the formation of the Lost Cause. These lies helped shape understandings of the past that affected Americans’ identities. From the men who committed pension fraud to the leading Confederate veterans who rewrote the reasons for the war in monument dedication speeches, North Carolina’s Lost Cause provides an excellent example of the role of fabrication, as opposed to mere selective forgetting, in historical memory, demonstrating the terrible impact lies have on a society.

      While some might object to the use of the word lie, as it implies intent to deceive (in which case falsehood and fabrication still remain appropriate words), I use the term where there was clear intent when these fabrications were created. These lies were often passed on and repeated by others who may not have realized the truth or simply did not care. A combination of purposeful lying, unquestioningly accepting tales that fit into an expected or useful framework, and unknowingly spreading falsehoods contributed to the strength of the Lost Cause.

      Often, those propagating fictions should have known better. Many of these tall tales and inaccurate interpretations were called out by observers, both white and black. As Ethan Kytle and Blain Roberts have pointed out, during Reconstruction the Lost Cause “functioned as a countermemory, rather than as a master narrative.”24 Only in time did the Lost Cause become the dominant narrative in the South, at least among whites, and take on near-hegemonic power. There were alternative understandings of the past against which people could “fact check” the Lost Cause, and to imply otherwise ignores African American memories of the war that still survive. The time and effort that Confederate mythmakers spent defending the Lost Cause not only highlight that they were aware that other narratives existed but also indicate that alternative memories posed a danger to their interests.

      While some of the stories were clearly fictitious when created, other cases are less clear-cut. As such, I often use terms that do not imply intent, in order to distinguish moments of fabrication that were unintended or careless as opposed to deliberate. Nonetheless, some of these untruths only appear unknowingly false if observed in a vacuum. When examined as a whole, it becomes clear that the frequent repetition of fictions as facts was not a series of isolated mistakes but instead a pattern of falsehoods reflecting leading ex-Confederates’ indifference to historical accuracy, if not a general mendacity.

      A less provocative term than lie might obscure the purposeful creation and use of these constructions, and thereby render them innocuous. As media commentators of the early twenty-first century have argued, calling a factually incorrect declaration a “misstatement” because we lack conclusive proof of the speaker’s intent is itself a form of misrepresentation. Misstatement superficially appears to be a “neutral word,” but it actually implies a lack of intent that may, in fact, exist.25 Indeed, assuming the best in people is no less an assumption than presuming the worst. This book operates from the belief that by focusing on what was fabricated, a historian can zero in on those aspects of the past that needed covering over—those parts of the past where the truth was the most problematic and thus worthy of study.

      Of course, less important than if a specific tale was a lie, a mistake, or even factual is how these stories were appropriated for political ends. The exact truth of any one anecdote is almost incidental to how those memories were used to uphold racial hierarchies. Scholars know that “to expunge the real and implant a false past is a common despotic ruse.”26 Indeed, the Lost Cause helped maintain undemocratic one-party control of the South by providing a historical narrative that justified violence and oppression and fostered a white identity. Fabricated tales provide us a lens through which to understand how memory and white supremacy functioned in tandem. The Lost Cause is crucial to understanding the Jim Crow era, as well as modern white supremacist ideology, because it provided “crucial ideological ballast for white supremacy by rooting the contemporary racial hierarchy in a seemingly ordained historical narrative.”27 A twisted memory of united political action by southern whites also helped fashion a political identity that called on white southerners to vote a specific way. In mobilizing whites politically through appeals to the past, the Lost Cause served as a form of “history as identity politics.”28

      Lies also expressed power in the segregated Jim Crow South. Masha Gessen has pointed out that “lying to assert power” functions as an authoritarian tool to undermine democracy. At times, both those fabricating pasts and their audiences likely recognized that the truth was being stretched, but the fact that one could get away with lying demonstrated who was in charge and who was not. In this way, even when recognized as false, lies about the Civil War could still reinforce white supremacy.29

      This book is not simply a collection of debunked falsehoods. Rather, it is a meditation on how fabricated historical memories have been and continue to be used to justify white supremacy. The book uses many small anecdotes and yarns to analyze the formation of memory. Each tale contributed to the creation of fictional narratives, which in turn upheld the inaccurate interpretations of the past that make up the Lost Cause. Construction of this false past upheld the biggest lie of all: that whites were a superior race. Indeed, I chose the title The False Cause in part because of the Lost Cause’s ties to ideologies of white supremacy, which I view as pernicious.

      The Lost Cause served not only to assuage the masculinity of white southern men—although it did do that too—it was used as a political tool to unite southern whites politically, threaten African American political activism, and justify Jim Crow. The fraud and fabrication that formed the foundation of the Lost Cause were central to the perpetuation of racism and racist power structures across the Jim Crow South. For example, recollections of superior white southern valor helped justify white supremacy. Similarly, the myth that nearly all whites supporting the Confederacy helped rally southern whites to vote based on their racial identity. A memory of paternalistic slavery and images of loyal slaves created a fictional past that showed how accepting racial hierarchies would lead to prosperity. A belief that all racial strife originated because of northern intervention in southern politics encouraged white southerners to oppose federal authorities’ attempts to end disenfranchisement, lynching, segregation, and other forms of oppression. Southern politicians used the Lost Cause as a tool to cement white supremacy.

      There was more to the Lost Cause than lies and white supremacy. Other factors contributed to its formation, including the trauma of a destructive war, gender relations, and battlefield events. This work, however, focuses on the ties among lies, memory, and white supremacy. These mutually reinforcing elements remained dependent upon each other. The politics, identity, and ideology of white supremacy dictated the shape of Lost Cause memory in the early twentieth-century South almost as much the war itself did. From campaigning on appeals to a shared history to offering veterans’ pensions in exchange for votes, white supremacy and racial politics suffused the Lost Cause and vice versa. The manner in which the Lost Cause held up white supremacy evolved, but it remained premised upon the lies that proliferated during the Jim Crow era. Over 150 years after the Civil War, many of these fabricated stories and ideologies still pervade Americans’ understandings of the past and continue to influence American politics.

      Although alive in popular memory, many Lost Cause fabrications have been largely excised from recent academic histories. All reputable historians of the twenty-first century reject the claim that slavery had little to do with the war, and slavery is now understood as an exploitive system premised on violence and terror. Few academics ever accepted the relatively recent “black Confederates” myth.30

      Other aspects of the Lost Cause, however, remain visible in recent histories, in part due to the continued acceptance of fabrications. An expectation of superior Confederate valor, loyalty, and military ability remain a feature of numerous military histories, while desertion and dissent are still often ignored. Some elements of the Lost Cause have occasionally seen a slight resurgence. While, by the turn of the twenty-first century, scholars largely rejected the racist understandings of Reconstruction promulgated in the early twentieth century, some aspects of the racist early twentieth-century historical narratives promulgated by William Dunning and his students have begun reappearing in subtler neo-Dunning interpretations of the past.31 Most obviously, specific anecdotes of questionable origins still make appearances in otherwise excellent history books.

      Despite the generally positive direction in which academic history is trending, all too often, professional historians still dismiss Lost Cause advocates, flaggers, and neo-Confederates as absurd and laughable, unworthy of their time. Yet, to untrained readers, a modern variation of the Lost Cause narrative, complete with tens of thousands of black Confederates and noble soldiers fighting for limited government, may not appear inaccurate. As academics become less and less trusted and as a majority of one political party’s membership thinks higher education harms the country, it is not enough simply to dismiss “fake history.”32 To many Americans, the Lost Cause interpretation of the past has as much, if not more, weight than what historians write; indeed, a majority still struggle to identify the cause of the Civil War. While digitization and the internet allow anyone to do extensive historical research, they also allow anyone to publish stories about the past, and Americans struggle to determine which sources are reliable. Historians cannot dismiss neo-Confederates as internet trolls because their version of the past is finding its way into textbooks in Virginia, academic standards in Texas, and the minds of our students.33 This book thus seeks to engage at times directly with what Kenneth Noe pointedly called an “underground Civil War bibliography” of nonacademic writings about the Confederacy. Though “real historians disdain” these neo-Confederate works, given their prevalence in modern America, professional historians need to engage neo-Confederate arguments and treat them critically.34

      Historians, however, must go beyond debunking bogus anecdotes and busting Lost Cause myths. Fact checking is not enough when addressing lies that undermined democracy. I seek to also reveal what purpose these lies served, how larger false narratives formed from them, and the way these fabrications continue to influence American society.35 This book goes beyond exposing previously undetected frauds—although it does expose numerous deceptions heretofore unnoticed. Instead, deconstructing falsehoods provides insight into how the Lost Cause narrative was created in the first place: with fraud, fabrications, and white supremacy. Conflicts over how we understand, commemorate, and remember the past are not merely academic. In February 2019, Chapel Hill activists erected a marker honoring the woman Julian Carr bragged about beating during the dedication of UNC’s Confederate monument. It was promptly stolen by neo-Confederates, who were clearly not motivated by a desire to teach all history.36 The fights over the nation’s commemorative landscape mirror contemporaneous battles for control of the political landscape. These battles are ongoing, they are passionately fought, and they matter.
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      Rewriting the Past in Stone

      Monuments, North Carolina Politics, and Jim Crow, 1890–1929

      In July 1913, a large crowd gathered on the University of North Carolina (UNC) campus to witness the unveiling of a new monument to the school’s Confederate veterans. It was a momentous event with an estimated crowd of around one thousand people. The monument, which was the product of a joint effort by the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) and the university, featured a decidedly young-looking soldier, representing a student heading off to war. The organizers spared no expense, spending the hefty sum of $7,500 to commission Canadian sculptor John A. Wilson to construct the monument. In fact, it had taken years for the UDC and the president of the university, Francis Venable, to raise the money, largely from alumni donations; in the end, it still took a loan from the university to secure the full amount to pay for the statue. Although inclement weather forced the speeches inside, the unveiling was a festive occasion, complete with flags and bunting, made more so by coinciding with Class Day as part of the university’s graduation ceremonies.1

      In time, the statue would be known as “Silent Sam” and become a national news story, but in 1913, it had no nickname. Indeed, the origins of the nickname are unclear. One story goes that Sam was unable to shoot because his belt lacked a cartridge case. In another version, he was completely silent because he only shoots when a virgin walks by. The truth is, he had no cartridge belt because the Canadian sculptor who cast Sam was unfamiliar with mid-nineteenth-century weaponry. In fact, he was never meant to be silent, and those who organized, funded, and dedicated the monument would be horrified at the thought that future generations would see Sam as a pacifist. Speeches given at the unveiling made explicit what the monument celebrated and what message Sam was meant to impart to the public: it was intended to remind viewers that those students who fought for the Confederacy were heroes of the white race. Indeed, the monument was meant, at least in part, to be an enduring testament to the success of white supremacy.

      The speakers that day were a who’s who of the North Carolina elite. After an opening rendition of “Dixie,” Henry A. London—who, as a UNC student, had entered the Confederate army in 1865—spoke first. Although he was there to introduce the keynote speaker, North Carolina governor Locke Craig, London was himself a prominent figure in the monument-building movement and Democratic politics. He and industrialist Julian Shakespeare Carr, the other Confederate veteran speaking that day, already knew each other, likely from college. They were two of the leading Confederate veterans in the state; with London as his adjutant general, Carr commanded the state division of the United Confederate Veterans (UCV), the largest Confederate veterans’ organization. They were longtime political allies in Democratic politics as well.2 London, who served as a state senator and ran a newspaper in Pittsboro, had been a messenger and aide for General Bryan Grimes in 1865, claiming to have carried the order to lay down arms to General William Cox’s troops at Appomattox. Later, he wrote extensively about the war, including a history of his unit, as well as giving numerous speeches at monument unveilings.3 Indeed, the unveiling ceremony at UNC mimicked most dedications between 1902 and 1926, the peak of Confederate monument building in civic spaces across North Carolina.

      London’s wife, Bettie Jackson London, a prolific fund-raiser and a leading member of the UDC, also gave an address that day. Apart from the presence of Confederate veterans themselves, white women played a key role in the creation of the monuments, helping to preserve and promote a narrative of the past that celebrated Confederate soldiers. Karen Cox demonstrated in her groundbreaking work that after the UDC’s founding in 1894, the organization took increased leadership in advancing a Lost Cause version of the past and in so doing played a crucial role “in shaping the social and political culture of the New South.” Other historians have expanded on Cox’s work to examine how white women played central roles as guardians of Confederate memory and in spreading the gospel of the Lost Cause. The UDC and earlier women’s groups spent decades working to ensure that a narrative sympathetic to the Confederacy was retold and passed on. Indeed, women were largely responsible for the erection of these monuments.4 As the largest woman’s association dedicated to promoting a Lost Cause narrative of the war and erecting monuments, the UDC has had an outsized role in how we remember the past. In the case of UNC’s monument, Bettie London led the fund-raising campaign for the monument. Although Governor Craig gave the keynote oration, women participated at multiple central moments of the unveiling ceremony: Mary Hicks Williams, president of the North Carolina division of the UDC, gave a short address, while Bettie London presented the monument to President Venable, and a group of women did the actual unveiling.5
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        Unveiling of the Confederate monument at the University of North Carolina, June 2, 1913. (Courtesy of the North Carolina Postcard Collection, North Carolina Collection Photographic Archives, Wilson Library, UNC-Chapel Hill)

      

      As white women “founded the Confederate tradition,” they did so with the veterans’ thanks and aid. Veterans served as “living monuments” alongside those in bronze and granite, and the survivors’ presence and words gave extra authenticity to the monuments. Ultimately, they provided members of the UDC legitimacy in their role as guardians of the past.6 No dedication was complete without a Daughter presenting the monument to a veteran with his grateful acceptance. In creating a narrative that made Confederate veterans heroic, white women were partners with veterans in protecting white southern masculinity.

      At UNC, the last speaker of the day was Julian Carr, who, dressed in a military uniform, provided the “Thanks of the Student Veterans.”7 While white women exerted influence and power in their fund-raising and political activism, much of the raw material for their narrative of the war—especially those parts about battlefield heroics—came from the veterans themselves. Carr’s role as a veteran recounting war stories was not just about thanking the UDC but also about passing on tales of white men fighting valiantly to protect the very women who now guarded their memory. As scholars have pointed out, it was often “elite white men who wrote the books that articulated the Lost Cause,” which women then popularized.8 Confederate veterans entrusted southern white women with epic war stories to pass on to future generations, the topic of the next chapter.

      The present chapter examines how leading politicians and white elites employed a fabricated past, including numerous lies and falsehoods, to celebrate and justify white supremacy around the turn of the twentieth century. In North Carolina, a series of increasingly vicious white supremacist campaigns run by Democrats in the 1890s culminated in 1900 with their takeover of the state government, the disenfranchisement of most African Americans, and the institution of one-party rule. Shortly thereafter, Confederate monuments increasingly began appearing in front of city halls, courthouses, and other public buildings. The correlation between the erection of such monuments and the success of the Democratic Party’s white supremacy campaigns was not coincidental. In 1868, after battlefield defeat and the subsequent political and social gains made by black North Carolinians, former Confederates had little to celebrate. By 1901, however, Reconstruction had been overturned and African Americans largely disenfranchised. Many former Confederates in North Carolina felt they had won a victory for the cause of white rule and finally “corrected” some of the war’s most disagreeable consequences.

      Between 1890 and 1924, former-Confederates-turned-Democratic-leaders repeated the same basic historical narratives, littered with myth and exaggeration, at political and commemorative events. Though this narrative evolved over time—and new details were added—some core tenants of the Lost Cause had already formed in the decades after the war. Among the many fabrications repeated were that slavery was benevolent and beneficial, that Reconstruction—the era after the Civil War in which the South was reintegrated into the Union—was a period of corrupt rule driven by northern interference, and that there had existed a united white South, unanimously devoted to the Confederacy, during the war. This solid white South had supposedly remained committed to the cause of white supremacy ever since. Most significantly, by fabricating a history in which the Confederacy fought not for slavery but for states’ rights, Confederate mythmakers could claim a victory instead of a defeat. Combined with their victory in politics, this Lost Cause remembrance provided ex-Confederates a means to celebrate white supremacy through the presentation of Confederate soldiers as an epitome of white masculinity. These myths, partially premised upon lies, exaggerations, and spin, were directly tied to the 1890s campaigns for white supremacy in North Carolina and the subsequent erection of Confederate monuments.

      These monuments and the narratives they evoked undermined parts of the war’s outcome by justifying and defending white hegemonic control of southern politics. While all historical narratives distort reality, the narrative that former Confederates propagated was not only especially egregious in its inclusion of overtly false aspects but was also specifically crafted in ways that allowed it to be used to uphold white supremacy. What makes the Lost Cause so relevant to contemporary history is not that it was heavily based on fabricated stories but that it shaped the twentieth century. The speeches and lives of the speakers at UNC in July 1913 clearly show how Confederate monuments, white supremacy, Jim Crow, and a distorted memory of the past were tied together. Far from “playing a limited role in modern southern culture,” as some historians argue, the proponents of the Lost Cause helped construct Jim Crow in North Carolina with both fabricated narratives and the physical colonization of public space in the early twentieth century, which in turn laid the foundation for all that has followed.9

      Memories evolve. Today, when those wishing to preserve Confederate monuments say that these statues bear no connection to white supremacy, they are rejecting what many of those central to their erection had hoped future generations would learn from stone and bronze. Despite the frequent denunciation of overt white supremacist rhetoric, the narrative that neo-Confederate and other Confederate apologists promote is a direct descendent of the Lost Cause narrative that Confederate veterans created. Ironically, exaggerations, narrative arcs, tales, and falsehoods similar or identical to those that ex-Confederates used to justify white supremacy in 1913 are now used by monument supporters to try to detangle the Confederacy from accusations of racism. Moreover, despite assertions, many of which are no doubt sincere, by those who wished to maintain Silent Sam in a place of honor on UNC’s campus that the statute has “nothing to do with racism,” the narrative of history they advocate provides an explanation of the past that still helps reinforce and justify discrimination within American society.10 While the explicitness and self-awareness of the ties between celebrating the Confederacy and upholding white supremacy have changed, the connections—as well as many of the false anecdotes—remain in popular understandings of the war.

      A native of Chapel Hill and UNC student, young Julian Carr joined the Confederate army in late 1864, serving during the last few months of the conflict. He made his fortune after the war with tobacco before diversifying into cotton mills. Though largely forgotten by the turn of the twenty-first century except as the namesake of the town of Carrboro, he was a giant in his time. An economic, political, and philanthropic leader, he served on the board of trustees for UNC and as chairman of the state’s Democratic Party. Like many white Southerners of his generation and ideological bent, Carr’s life was marked with seeming contradictions. A staunch racist, he nonetheless protected his mixed-race half-brother and donated funds to both white and black educational institutions.11

      Despite his seeming kindness toward African Americans through donations and vocal assertions that he was their friend, Carr was a devoted white supremacist and member of the Ku Klux Klan.12 A leading donor and architect of North Carolina’s white supremacist politics in the Jim Crow era, Carr actively worked to segregate society and maintain a racial hierarchy. In the 1880s, he was already funding a newspaper for Randolph Shotwell, who had been pardoned by President Grant after being convicted for his leadership in North Carolina’s Ku Klux Klan. When Shotwell died, Carr essentially gave the paper to Josephus Daniels, later funding the purchase of additional newspapers for him, including the state’s paper of record, the News and Observer. With Carr’s backing, Daniels became a leading Democratic newspaperman, using the press to push white supremacist policies and politics before eventually becoming secretary of the navy.13 In 1900, Carr bragged that he had already spent $10,000 “in legitimate campaign expenses to carry white supremacy.”14 He supported white supremacy not only through his political activities and donations but also in the way he rewrote the past.

      Carr’s public persona, as demonstrated in speeches, electoral campaigns, and philanthropy, heavily revolved around being a former Confederate soldier. He was known as “General Carr” because of his role as a leading Confederate veteran, not because of his wartime rank of private. In 1886, Carr helped found a forerunner of the UCV, the North Carolina Confederate Veterans Association, which worked to fund the state’s home for old soldiers. Elected to head the North Carolina Division of the UCV in 1899, he served in that role until 1915, when members promoted him to command the organization’s Department of the Army of Northern Virginia. In 1921 and 1922, the UCV’s members elected him to lead all ex-Confederates, making him the most senior Confederate veteran in the country.15 Being a former Confederate was part of Carr’s self-identity in death as well as in life. His modest gravestone remembers him as “General Julian S. Carr” alongside dates of birth and death. On his footstone is inscribed simply, “He was a Confederate Soldier.” A second marker reading, “J. S. Carr, CSA,” ensures that visitors have no doubt about where his wartime sympathies lay.16

      As the head of state and national veterans’ organizations, Carr was one of the leading North Carolinians involved in commemorating the Confederacy. His election over twenty times to various leadership roles implies that the narrative he promoted was widely accepted by other veterans. Though I return to Carr frequently, I could have used any number of other white North Carolinians to find comparable quotes and make the same arguments, but one cannot understand how North Carolina’s Lost Cause memory was crafted and functioned without addressing him. Due to his influence and for narrative drive, this book frequently uses Carr as a window into both how North Carolina’s Confederate veterans understood the past and how white supremacists fabricated a useful memory of the war.

      Carr was proud to give the dedication speech at his alma mater’s monument dedication in June 1913, and he made clear to the audience what purpose he believed the monument served. After reiterating that North Carolina had provided thousands of soldiers and that southern women had been steadfastly loyal to the Confederacy, Carr explained a key lesson that he felt this monument would impart to future classes:

      
        The present generation, I am persuaded, scarcely takes note of what the Confederate soldier meant to the welfare of the Anglo Saxon race during the four years immediately succeeding the war, when the facts are, their courage and steadfastness saved the very life of the Anglo Saxon race in the South—when the “bottom rail was on top” all over the Southern states—and to-day, as a consequence, the purist strain of the Anglo Saxon is to be found in the 13 Southern States—Praise God.17

      

      Gently chastising a younger generation that had been spared civil conflict, Carr reminded those in attendance that the superiority of whites needed to be carefully attended to, even in 1913. At the same time, Carr was claiming a kind of victory for Confederate soldiers, one that revolved around preserving a status quo in which white people remained on top politically, socially, and economically. For Carr, this was a monument as much to white southerners’ victory over Reconstruction, when white conservatives retook control of the state government, as it was to the defeated soldiers of the actual war. Indeed, Jim Crow–era Confederate monuments were as intimately tied to the memory of Reconstruction as they were to remembrances of the Civil War. One scholar has found that out of thirty Confederate monument dedication speeches sampled, thirteen explicitly celebrated the overturning of Reconstruction.18 These were victory monuments.

      Fifty years after the war, Carr remained convinced of the Confederacy’s righteousness and that whites’ continued racial superiority had been demonstrated in the overturning of Reconstruction. In fact, he was so proud of the part he played in subduing African Americans that he asked the audience to humor him as he shared his part in the reassertion of white supremacy, announcing:

      
        One hundred yards from where we stand, less than ninety days perhaps after my return from Appomattox, I horse-whipped a negro wench, until her skirts hung in shreds, because upon the streets of this quiet village she had publicly insulted and maligned a Southern lady, and then rushed for protection to these University buildings where was stationed 100 Federal soldiers. I performed the pleasing duty in the immediate presence of the entire garrison, and for thirty nights afterwards slept with a double-barreled shotgun under my head.19

      

      For Carr, the Ku Klux Klan, vigilante justice, and the repression of blacks was a continuation of the war, one that was justified by the cause of preserving white supremacy.20

      While Carr’s address sparked intense controversy after its rediscovery in 2011, ultimately resulting in the monument’s toppling by protestors in 2018, it did not seem remarkable or extraordinary when the speech was delivered, receiving far less attention in local newspapers than the governor’s keynote. Reporters likely failed to mention his celebration of white supremacy and violence because although Carr’s language at UNC was more direct than usual, the sentiments he expressed were common in speeches given at monument dedications across the state. Many former Confederates sought to celebrate the postwar success of white supremacy with monuments. For instance, in 1929, a monument dedicated at the thirty-ninth UCV’s reunion in Charlotte, North Carolina, included an inscription praising Confederate veterans because, by “accepting the arbitrament of the war, they preserved the Anglo-Saxon civilization of the South and became master builders in a re-united country.”21 Carr’s views about these monuments were mainstream among white southern elites; he was, after all, the head of the UCV and a major political figure in North Carolina. That same week, US vice president Thomas Marshall’s UNC commencement address similarly discussed how the “‘Anglo Saxon’ race . . . had elevated the standard of civilization.”22 Similar racial language can also be found in the rhetoric of the 1920s Ku Klux Klan, as well as the speeches given by leading members of the UDC and UCV, and by southern Democratic politicians around the turn of the century.23 Rhetoric was linked to action. Governor Locke Craig, who spoke alongside Carr at the UNC memorial dedication, had been one of the formulators of North Carolina’s grandfather clause, which effectively disenfranchised African Americans.24

      The creation of Confederate monuments was thus part of a larger project to celebrate the success of white supremacy, remind the public of the proper order of things, maintain white racial unity, and cement white control in the South’s politics and upon the landscape. It is true that these monuments were also meant by some to sincerely honor Confederate soldiers, as their modern defenders so often assert. It is important to realize, however, that not only do monuments frequently have multiple overlapping meanings but honoring Confederate soldiers also served as a means of celebrating the success of white supremacy.

      Carr and others recognized that a diverse cast of white heroes could help instill certain ideological values and racial pride in future generations. In 1901, Carr thus called for “the great Anglo Saxon race” to erect a memorial to Sir Walter Raleigh in the Englishman’s namesake city. Carr saw North Carolina as “the cradle of Anglo-Saxon civilization and the birthplace of liberty in America,” and celebrating Raleigh was yet another way to recognize white superiority. In 1907, when a monument to Worth Bagley, the only US naval officer killed in the Spanish American War, was dedicated at the North Carolina capitol, one speaker “declared amid cheers that only in the south today is to be found the pure vein of the grand old Anglo-Saxon Race, by which this government was founded.” The fact that an African American seaman died alongside Bagley was forgotten.25 Monuments to Confederate soldiers were therefore only the most prominent and common of a variety of markers erected during the early twentieth century to celebrate white supremacy and to exert hegemonic control over the landscape, just as it had already been exerted on politics.

      Given that those who placed Confederate monuments upon the landscape while openly connecting them to celebrating white supremacy were often leading political figures, it should come as no surprise that the appearance of these monuments correlated to an upturn in the success of white supremacy as a political ideology. While today Confederate monuments are seen across the South in front of nearly every courthouse, only in the early twentieth century, after Jim Crow was firmly in place, were most North Carolina markers erected.

      Indeed, there was little chance of Confederate monuments being placed in front of North Carolina’s courthouses in the 1860s and ’70s. In the aftermath of the war and the failure of Presidential Reconstruction, a biracial coalition of Republicans—which included African Americans, white wartime dissenters, and even some former Confederates—had taken control of the state in 1868. They soon founded a statewide public-school system and instituted numerous legal reforms necessary in the aftermath of emancipation. Accusations of corruption, political violence, cheating, intimidation, and appeals to white supremacy, however, contributed to the eventual return of North Carolina’s conservatives. Though the state legislature fell to the Democrats in 1870, the Republicans “remained competitive and continually challenged the Democratic Party” throughout the nineteenth century. Indeed, they maintained control of the governor’s office until 1876 and then only lost to Democrats by a thin margin.26 Even in 1886, Republicans won nearly 47 percent of the state house seats, and only gerrymandering and other undemocratic forms of “‘judicious’ cheating” kept Republicans from greater success.27

      While Reconstruction’s end is often thought of as the last time Republicans controlled southern states during the nineteenth century, a “Solid South” that overwhelmingly went Democratic did not exist in North Carolina in the late nineteenth century. Indeed, North Carolina continued to send black Republican congressmen to Washington until 1901. Additionally, North Carolina and Virginia both experienced periods where Democrats lost control of state governments. Virginia witnessed the Readjuster coalition taking power from 1879–83, while in North Carolina, a coalition formed between Populists and Republicans retook control of the state in the 1890s. After eighteen years out of power, Republicans had a resurgence before disenfranchisement ended their ability to get out the black vote.28

      In 1894, the so-called biracial fusion of Populists and Republicans took control of the North Carolina legislature; two years later, the Fusionists won the governor’s mansion. The success of the Fusionism was short lived, however. In 1898, the Democrats retook the legislature through appeals to white supremacy and the violent suppression of African American voters. Immediately after the election, Wilmington experienced a deadly race riot that resulted in a coup of the Republican-led city government. Two years later, in 1900, Democrats won the governorship as they had during the 1870s, through hook, crook, intimidation, violence, and the mobilization of voters along racial lines. This reassertion of Democratic control was devastating to the long-term political aspirations of both Republicans and African Americans. As part of their white supremacist political campaigns, Democrats successfully campaigned for a state constitutional amendment to disenfranchise African Americans with a grandfather clause, which functionally required a rigged literacy test for African Americans but not for illiterate whites. They also created numerous other obstacles to African American voting, including poll taxes. Dependent as it was on a biracial coalition, Fusionism could not survive the violence by hostile Democrats when combined with legal disenfranchisement. After 1900, North Carolina would be under one-party control until after the successes of the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 60s. Not until the 1970s and Nixon’s “southern strategy” appealing to white racial resentment would a Republican be North Carolina’s governor, and then largely due to party realignment.29

      In North Carolina, the fall of the Fusion movement ushered in the state’s Confederate monument boom.30 After the turn of the century, towns increasingly began putting up Confederate monuments in public spaces. Historians have noted that in many southern states, the surge of monument construction took place “from the late 1880s through the 1910s.” But this rush of monument building and the move from cemeteries to public squares actually came later to North Carolina, owing to its unique political history.31 Not until 1892, for example, did a single North Carolina county courthouse get a Confederate monument in front of it; only two other monuments were unveiled in public squares during the 1890s. During the term of Fusion governor Daniel Russell (1896–1900), four Confederate monuments were dedicated in the state, two of which were in cemeteries. But from 1902 to 1910, after Fusionism ended, at least twenty-four monuments went up in public squares, town commons, or courthouse yards. A similar number were dedicated in the following decade. Beginning around 1920, the designs began to shift away from statues of common soldiers in town squares toward historic locations themselves being marked. After the start of the Great Depression, monuments tended to be smaller and lack statuary, likely due to greater economic constrains. In short, the peak monument-building period for the common soldier monuments seen across North Carolina’s public squares was from 1902 to 1926.32

      These first twentieth-century monuments were different than earlier memorials. In the aftermath of the war, the Lost Cause narrative served many purposes. For example, it assuaged concerns about white masculinity in light of surrender and emancipation. It also helped those grieving loved ones mourn their loss; throughout the 1870s and ’80s, Ladies’ Memorial Associations interred Confederate soldiers and erected a small number of monuments, primarily in cemeteries as memorials to the dead. The transition from cemetery to public square paralleled a changing purpose of these monuments as they increasingly served as celebratory markers instead of sober memorials.

      The Lost Cause narrative was not new in the 1890s. Indeed, Richmond journalist Edward Pollard published The Lost Cause, which laid out many of the central tenants of the narrative with which the book shared its name, in 1866. The last decade of the nineteenth century, however, did see major developments in how white southerners commemorated the war. In 1889, the UCV was founded, and five years later, it was joined by the UDC, which would supplant the Ladies’ Memorial Associations as guardians of the Lost Cause. The UCV and UDC, often working in tandem, would become two of the most important driving forces in how white southerners would recall and commemorate the Confederacy in the early twentieth century.33

      Not all white southerners supported erecting Confederate monuments. During the Fusion era, most of the state’s Republicans and Populist officials actively opposed their erection. Despite this resistance, one of the few Confederate monuments to go up during the Fusion era was at the state’s capitol building. Authorized by the Democrat-controlled legislature in 1892, the monument was short the final funds needed three years later, so a bill to appropriate the money was put before the legislature. While every Democrat in the statehouse supported the bill, only 35 percent of Republicans and 33.5 percent of Populists voted for it.34 Although the bill passed, the vote would be used against those who opposed the appropriation as a means of portraying white Republicans and Populists as enemies of white supremacy.

      Even before most were erected, Confederate monuments were already tied to racial politics. Five years after the appropriation passed, during the 1900 electoral campaign, the Democratic Party–controlled Durham Sun heavily criticized William Gaston Vickers for his vote against providing funds for the capitol’s Confederate monument. Calling attention to the candidate’s opposition, the paper asked readers what veterans would think of “a man voting against a measure to honor the memory of our fallen braves? A man who will turn his back on the loved and lost, and now running with a gang, opposed to white supremacy, and the Constitutional Amendment [to disenfranchise African Americans]?” Newspapers also contrasted Republicans’ votes on Confederate monuments with an 1895 vote to adjourn to honor the memory of recently deceased African American orator Frederick Douglass. Democrats further claimed that Fusionists had failed to adjourn on the birthdays of Robert E. Lee and George Washington. Despite the fact that the House had actually observed Lee’s birthday (Washington’s occurred on a weekend), accusations that this “insult to the patriotism, intelligence and virtue of the white people” demonstrated “negro domination” of the legislature were effective. Democrats stoked racial fears with mendacious tales of black rapists and exaggerations about the extent of black officeholding and power. These Democratic appeals to white supremacy, alongside voter suppression efforts, worked: Vickers lost the election.35 Two years later, Julian Carr rolled out the old complaint about honoring Douglass in an article he wrote explaining why Confederate veterans would not abandon the Democratic Party.36

      Votes on Confederate monuments were a lose-lose proposition for many Fusionists. Dependent not just on black voters but also on white constituents, including some former Confederates, members of the Fusion coalition could not vote on such a bill without angering someone. In an effort to avoid controversy, some representatives simply abstained from voting. Some white Republicans and Populists appear to have supported the Confederate monument as a convenient way to inoculate themselves against accusations of betraying their race or of supporting “negro domination.” Democrats recognized this fact and also lambasted those Republicans who supported the monument bill in 1895, saying they only did it to “try and stave off the odium” of having voted to honor Douglass.37 Multiple senators changed their stance during the contentious debate, and one even changed his vote during the final roll call, dramatically providing funding for the controversial monument by a single vote.38

      For Democrats, the decision-making process was much simpler. In 1900, to be called a white supremacist was not an insult for a North Carolina Democrat. Rather, it was a requirement for election. Democrats headlined their printed slates with the motto “For White Supremacy,” as Democratic “white supremacy clubs” popped up around the state to mobilize voters. That year, “General” Carr ran for Senate on a platform that “the White man shall rule the land or die,” promising to disenfranchise African Americans and liberalize pension laws.39 Newspapers noted that all four Democratic Senate candidates were committed to “the ever-winning issue, white supremacy.”40 Carr and one of his opponents, Alfred Waddell—a leader of the Wilmington race riot—were not only both prominent white supremacists and leading Democrats but also two of the most well-known Confederate boosters in North Carolina. As did countless other Democratic politicians, both men used their Civil War service as evidence of their bona fides on the issue of white supremacy. Although neither Waddell nor Carr would win the nomination in 1900, white supremacy nonetheless reigned supreme. The victor, the uniquely named Furnifold McLendel Simmons, had also been a key organizer of the white supremacy campaigns of the 1890s; he went on to serve as senator for the next thirty years.

      In many ways, Waddell had a stronger claim than Carr as an advocate for white supremacy. Carr was widely known as a moderate on racial issues among North Carolina Democrats. In 1912, W. E. B. Du Bois would even call Carr a friend to Durham’s African American population.41 Carr did not oppose the economic advancement of African Americans and seems to have viewed it as good for business. Indeed, the Carr family appears to have used African American laborers to undercut white wages in cotton mills. While Carr gave loans to black businesses—likely netting himself a profit—his relationships with African Americans always carried a paternalistic and unequal power dynamic.42 Despite his willingness to support African American uplift, Carr remained a firm believer in segregation, racial hierarchy, and white supremacy. Being a racial moderate in 1900 meant Carr did not openly call for violence against African Americans, as some other prominent former Confederates did. Nonetheless, as evidenced by his braggadocious storytelling, Carr was clearly not above using violence if he felt African Americans were out of place and always blamed them for any bloodshed.

      While some historians have defended Carr as a racial moderate with “relatively good” relations with African Americans, pointing out his philanthropy and loans as signs of “Carr’s efforts on behalf of blacks,” his charity came with a catch.43 In 1898, Carr published an open letter he penned as the chairman of the Durham County Democratic Executive Committee to set the record straight. Responding to allegations he was too friendly with African Americans, Carr assured voters he was fully committed to white supremacy, explaining, “I have done so much to elevate the negro, and in trying to help him help himself, that I have oftentimes been criticized. . . . So I repeat I am a friend of the negro in his place, but mind you, HE MUST BE IN HIS PLACE.” This last bit was crucial. Carr would aid African Americans, especially when he could profit from it, but he made clear that “I am for my color first, last, and all the time, and it is best for the negro that I should be so, because it is an admitted fact, that the negro is not capable or competent for self-government.” Carr declared that his friendship and aid were always conditional, stating to the public, “While I enjoy their respect and confidence not one of them for his right arm would presume to forget a negro’s place in my presence.” Carr’s benevolence was dependent on the recipients’ acceptance of an inferior social and political status. African Americans came to him because they knew he was generous and that by being respectful and acting subservient, they might garner material rewards. Even Carr, however, recognized that there were limits, stating, “Hundreds of them bring their troubles to me for advice, except about election times; then, they never consult nor advise with me.”44

      Carr’s opposition to African Americans’ political involvement was not necessarily contradictory with his philanthropy; in fact, white supremacy can be understood as central to his donations. In a capitalistic society, money is a form of power. Philanthropy, paternalism, and patronage provided a means to control African Americans. So long as black education, business, and community institutions were reliant on Carr’s paternalism to overcome inadequate state funding, leading African Americans dared not openly oppose Carr and had to temper their criticisms of Jim Crow. Such philanthropy also gave white southern donors and politicians the ability to influence curriculum. While many white supremacists opposed black education because they saw literacy as encouraging political involvement, historian of education James Anderson argues that donors like Carr believed they could educate “blacks to accept or internalize the idea that white southerners had some legitimate right to rule over them.” Du Bois and others lavished praise on Carr because continued donations were dependent on continued acclaim. The very gifts that Carr’s modern defenders cite as proof of his benevolence can therefore be seen as the tools that he used for racial control.45

      Carr’s record on race is mixed at best. He appears even less moderate when considered on the wider spectrum that includes white and black Republicans and Populists who opposed disenfranchisement. Still, he was more moderate on race issues than many of his fellow Democrats. After all, Carr’s paternalism aimed at controlling African Americans with minimal violence.

      Waddell, by contrast, actively and openly called for racial violence. Though a moderate during Reconstruction, after Waddell’s career stagnated, he found the road to political recovery through appeals to white supremacy. Waddell helped lead the 1898 Wilmington race riot, which overthrew the elected biracial government in that city. The riot resulted in the death of somewhere between nine and three hundred African Americans, depending on which accounts are to be believed. During the 1900 campaign, Locke Craig celebrated Waddell’s role in the riot, as it “had removed the last obstacle which lay before the avalanche of white supremacy.”46 Two years after leading a coup, Waddell ensured that another putsch of a democratically elected government would be unnecessary by effectively ending democracy, at least for African Americans. In a speech given the day before the 1900 canvas, he told his followers, “Go to the polls tomorrow, and if you find the negro out voting, tell him to leave the polls and if he refuses, kill him, shoot him down in his tracks. We shall win tomorrow if we have to do it with guns.” Waddell had no qualms about killing, declaring that whites would “throw enough dead bodies in the Cape Fear [River] to choke up its passage to the sea.”47 His white followers did as instructed and restricted access to the ballot, ensuring Democratic control of the state government for decades to come. Carr and Waddell are just two examples of the many Confederate veterans and leading Confederate memory makers who ran for office that year. Locke Craig and Henry London, the other speakers at UNC’s monument dedication, were both elected to the state legislature in 1900 on similar platforms. In sum, those who oversaw the solidification of white rule in North Carolina in 1898 and 1900 later helped cement their ideology on the landscape with Confederate memorials.

      The biracial nature of Fusionism convinced Democratic leaders not only that African Americans must be driven from the polls but also that strategies must be developed to attract more whites to the Democratic fold and to convince them that African American disenfranchisement was in their best interest. A sense of shared history served as one of the means by which Democrats sought to unite white voters behind their party banner. Hence, fond remembrance of the overthrow of Reconstruction, the return and maintenance of white-only rule, and the commemoration of the Confederacy were tied together for the monument makers of the early twentieth-century South. Historian K. Stephen Prince argues that “a white supremacist rewriting of Reconstruction was an indispensable corollary to the rise of Jim Crow.” Indeed, remembering Reconstruction as a time of corruption, black and carpetbagger misrule, and vigilante justice was critical to justifying white supremacy to the rest of the nation, and in particular, to southern whites.48

      Monument men like Carr wanted to instill in whites a racial identity based on a shared historical memory. Creating a narrative in which whites had an unbroken history of consensus and united political action was part of that process. This memory of whites acting together during the antebellum period, in support of the Confederacy, and then during Reconstruction was meant to inspire whites to vote with their race. North Carolina’s leaders, whom political scientist V. O. Key Jr., characterized as a “progressive plutocracy,” used history to maintain power. As scholars have pointed out, “A well-crafted historical paradigm inoculated children against interpretations dangerous to the aristocratic class,” and so, through historical narratives, “southern whites absorbed a veneration for the Confederate Cause, an intense resistance to black civil rights, and a deferential spirit toward their proper leaders.”49 Fusionism’s success threatened white supremacy not only due to the number of votes it garnered but also because it promoted a different historical narrative than the one trumpeted by Confederate veterans like Carr. Indeed, some Fusionists reportedly called Confederates “traitors” who should have been disenfranchised, a viewpoint that Democratic newspapers played up to attract veterans to their side.50 Similarly, Populism rebelled against “oligarchy and privilege, and therefore, by its very character, it was hostile to the Lost Cause tradition,” not to mention in its acceptance of biracial political coalitions.51

      The fabrication that Carr and others engaged in went beyond the selective focus, emphasis, and forgetting necessary in the creation of any historical narratives. Instead, they actively created elements, anecdotes, and facts that were demonstrably false. As part of an effort to use historical narratives to help build a racial identity that called upon whites to vote for Democrats, Carr and London erased the memory of white Republicanism in the South and created a myth of a solid white South that had not previously existed. For example, in a 1900 campaign speech, Henry London implied there had only been a “few thousand white Republicans” in North Carolina until the 1896 election, when Populists broke from the Democratic Party and joined the Republicans on a Fusion ticket.52 On his way to winning a state Senate seat, London deployed a fabricated memory of the past in which nearly all southern whites had united behind the Democratic banner since the Civil War. The reality was that before 1900, the white South was not nearly as solid as he claimed. Only with the massive decrease in voter turnout after 1900 did North Carolina become a solidly Democratic state.53

      Looking at the 1867 election makes clear that former Confederates were making up a past. Back-of-the-envelope math reveals that in fact, many white southerners voted for Republicans. In 1867, Republicans supported the drafting of a new state constitution, while Conservatives largely opposed it. Given that 93,006 people voted for the constitutional convention and only 72,932 African Americans were registered, an absolute minimum of 20,074 whites voted for the convention, thus supporting the state’s Republican-led Reconstruction efforts. An examination of county-level results increases that minimum number to 22,808 whites favoring the convention.54 General Edward Canby, in charge of North Carolina at the time, estimated that 31,284 whites voted for a convention and 32,961 against; the majority of those opposed to the convention abstained from voting in an effort to delegitimize the election. Canby’s numbers seem more than reasonable, as they were based on an estimate that only 11,210 registered African Americans (about 15 percent) failed to vote.55 Contrary to Democratic assertions, white Republicans in North Carolina were not new in the 1890s. Indeed, one scholar has found that North Carolina’s Republican Party had “the highest rate of white members among Southern Republican parties: as much as 30 percent white,” a fact that leading Democratic political strategists, including London, surely understood.56

      That a politician lied about the past is no surprise, but the way these falsehoods were used in white supremacist campaigns is important to understanding North Carolina’s politics. A myth of a Solid South where whites voted en bloc apprised whites that voting Democratic was the norm for people like them. The fragility of white unity in North Carolina meant that historical narratives that encouraged whites to vote Democratic served an even more important purpose than in states where whites more reliably voted along racial lines. Claims that only a few whites voted Republican also facilitated the false belief that voting Republican would lead to “negro domination” of the government, despite the relatively small number of black Republicans who actually held office.57

      Democratic politicians were not alone in rejecting the biracial nature of Reconstruction government in North Carolina. At the turn of the century, historians also denied the existence of local white support for Reconstruction. UNC history professor Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton declared, “It is a known fact that [Canby’s] figures could not be correct” regarding white support. In reality, Canby’s estimates seem conservative, given the confirmed white support for the convention in some areas. Indeed, in twenty-one counties across the Piedmont and the Appalachian region, at least 40 percent of registered white voters supported the convention.58 Despite being a historian, Hamilton, who likely attended the dedication of UNC’s Confederate monument, bought into the Lost Cause narrative of Reconstruction and thus believed there had been a Solid South where almost every “native white” had supported the Confederacy and opposed Reconstruction.59 Hamilton pushed a white supremacist narrative of Reconstruction in his historical writings, just as Carr and London did in their speeches. A protégé of William Dunning, the foremost historian of Reconstruction at the time, Hamilton was part of a group of historians, now known as the Dunning school, who helped legitimate the Lost Cause’s narrative about the past. Their interpretation of history was premised on a belief in white supremacy and remained the dominant historical interpretation for decades.60

      Monument dedications and political addresses employed the same rhetoric about the past to mobilize support and cultivate a racial identity—what Benedict Anderson would call an “imagined community”—in which individuals saw themselves as sharing characteristics and interests with the other members of a group.61 By encouraging white southerners to see themselves as white first and white supremacy as a benefit to them, Democrats sought to mobilize voters. Depicting Reconstruction as a time when corrupt northerners manipulated blacks into oppressing whites helped create a shared identity that vindicated disenfranchisement. During a 1900 campaign speech, for instance, Henry London appealed to white unity by describing “the times in North Carolina under negro and carpet-bag rule; [and] the relief that Democrats gave by their county government law, by which the county and town governments were kept in the hands of the white people.” Depicting the white supremacy campaigns of the 1890s as the heirs of the violent “Redemption” campaigns of the 1860s and ’70s that ended Reconstruction, London declared that “the campaign of 1900 is to make white supremacy permanent” by forever overturning one major outcome of the war: African American enfranchisement.62

      The Lost Cause narrative of Reconstruction was crucial to justifying disenfranchisement and stoking fears of “Negro domination.”63 In a speech to a Democratic convention at the end of the nineteenth century, Carr likewise invoked fears of Reconstruction to push for African American disenfranchisement, warning, “Already we are threatened with terrible visions of these calamitous and disreputable times, and the ghosts of ’68 and ’70 are stalking around in the land.”64 White vigilante groups active during the 1898 and 1900 elections even wore red shirts as a uniform, visually harkening back to similar red-wearing militants who violently helped overturn Reconstruction in South Carolina in 1876.65

      The ties between white supremacy and the Lost Cause were not limited to celebrating Reconstruction’s violent overthrow. Alongside this jubilant memory of postwar racial triumph was a constant assertion that slavery had been benevolent and slaves content. In reality, branding, whipping, permanent separation of children from their parents, and the sale of sex slaves were all commonplace in the antebellum South. Running away, murder, revolt, and other forms of resistance occurred throughout the era of chattel slavery. Yet, in various venues, Carr declared that “slavery at the South was the gentlest and most beneficent servitude mankind has ever known.”66 Erasing the reality of slavery as a brutal system of exploitation dependent upon torture, the threat of violence, and violence itself provided part of a historical reason for voting Democratic. At both political rallies and Confederate commemorations, Carr routinely recalled how slaves and masters had been friends, and only the interference of northerners had created problems between races. Speaking to a civic club in Southern Pines, Carr argued that although “the negroes had behaved most faithfully to their masters during the war,” after the conflict, the “Freedman’s Bureau sought to make the negroes irritated against the whites, and here they succeeded in inflaming them into bitterness.”67 Mobilizing this Lost Cause memory of the past to overturn black political gains, Carr argued that through disenfranchisement race relations would be restored to normal, benefiting both whites and blacks.68

      The belief that white northerners caused racial tensions in the South was joined by the assertion that African Americans had never actually asked for the ballot or freedom. Carr and other Democrats actively obscured the wartime reality that by 1864, nearly 400,000 men, women, and children had already escaped slavery and reached freedom behind Union lines, and almost 180,000 African Americans, many of them former slaves, fought in the United States Army during the war.69 In a typical 1900 campaign speech, Carr promised that disenfranchisement would help return the tumultuous race relations of the time to the alleged harmony of the antebellum era. Instead of the threat of disenfranchisement or racial violence harming race relations, Carr declared that it had been “the great crime” of the North “vesting eight millions of ignorant vicious colored people with the franchise” that caused all of North Carolina’s problems. Making the tie between history and modern politics explicit, Carr assured his audience that “it was never too late to correct a mistake.”70 This narrative of the past could be mobilized to oppose outside intervention in southern politics at the same time that it helped unite white southerners desiring both racial privilege and peace in their communities behind an ideology of white supremacy.

      Disenfranchising African Americans also provided a sense of victory to Confederate veterans, marking an overturn of at least some of Appomattox’s results. Indeed, Carr attempted to rewrite the war’s outcome and erase black agency by asserting that the North had given the franchise to African Americans vindictively, “in the vain hope of humiliating that proud civilization which they had been unable to conquer in war.”71 As one leading southern studies scholar has pointed out, “The ‘Lost Cause’ ethos not only defended secession and glorified the society that white southerners had gone to war to preserve, but actually transformed their tragic military defeat into a tremendous moral triumph.”72 But to truly convert defeat into victory would require retroactively changing what the war was fought over.

      In 1861, there was general agreement among white southerners that slavery was the root cause of secession and the Civil War. As Charles Dew points out, “The secessionist of 1860–61 certainly talked much more openly about slavery than present day neo-Confederates seem willing to do.”73 Lincoln summed up the cause of the war in his second inaugural address thusly: “These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war.”74 While the issues that drove the South to secession were complex, they all related “somehow” to slavery. The expansion of slavery into the territories, difficulty maintaining a balance between slave and free states in Congress, the Fugitive Slave Act, the demand for a federal slave code, John Brown’s raid, the circulation of abolitionist literature, and the election of an anti-slavery Republican as president were all key causes of the war. The Mississippi Secession Convention made clear its dispute with the Union when it began its list of complaints with the statement “Our position is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery—the greatest material interest of the world.”75

      Despite the war’s cause being clear in 1860, by the early twentieth century, many former Confederates downplayed or denied the Confederacy’s link to slavery. Hardly a twentieth-century invention, this distancing of the Confederate cause from slavery began as soon as the war ended. As Caroline Janney and others have persuasively argued, by the 1880s, former Confederates were increasingly denying “that their quest for independence had been anything other than a constitutional struggle to protect state rights.”76 By the first decades of the twentieth century, the denial of slavery as the driving cause of the war had become enshrined in white southern memory.

      Here lay one of the most crucial falsehoods that Carr and other former Confederates used in their rewriting of the past to specific political ends. In his public addresses, when discussing the causes as the war, Carr usually avoided mentioning slavery or denied its role in the conflict. For example, at UNC’s monument dedication, he declared that Confederate soldiers fought “from a high and holy sense of duty . . . for their childhood homes, their firesides, the honor of their ancestors, their loved ones, their own native land.” In his typical fashion Carr asserted that southerners should “be grateful that our struggle” had kept “alive the grand principle of local self-government and State sovereignty,” and that this principle protected America from despotism.77 It is worth considering Carr’s logic for a moment. If the Confederacy had been fighting for states’ rights, then why had the victors not destroyed states’ rights when they won? Since states retained many rights, the Confederacy had somehow persevered and protected what they fought for, despite defeat on the battlefield. In remembering the war as a conflict about a constitutional principle that had survived, victory was fashioned out of defeat. Because the Supreme Court had continually held that states individually controlled many matters, Carr celebrated the survival of states’ rights, declaring in one speech that “Lee accomplished what he fought for, and more than could have been accomplished had he been victorious.”78

      In many ways, the monuments dedicated in the early twentieth century were not memorials for mourning but rather victory celebrations. In 1905, at the dedication of a monument in Statesville, North Carolina, for instance, W. D. Turner actually rejected the term “Lost Cause” because he claimed the Confederacy had not lost. Instead, he argued, “There was no surrender on the 9th of April 1865, but a compromise,” a statement that would have confused both Grant and Lee. Indeed, he continued, “The North won the Union and abolition; the South won the constitution for the Union, the rights of the people and State sovereignty.” The monument’s simple west-facing inscription—“Defenders of State Sovereignty”—furthered this version of the past.79

      There is little to suggest that Carr and other Confederate veterans distanced themselves from the cause of slavery primarily because they feared public admonition over the morality of the peculiar institution. As noted above, many former Confederates, including Carr, depicted slavery as a civilizing influence that benefited the enslaved. In denying that slavery caused the war, former Confederates were not espousing equality but were rather converting historical losers into memory’s victors.80 Even at a speech at Bennett Place, where Confederate general Joe Johnston literally surrendered his army, Carr concluded his speech by declaring, “WE LOST BUT WE WON,” a statement that hinged on the war’s purpose not being the preservation of a now extinct institution. Not surprisingly, Carr celebrated at Bennett Place how well Confederates fought “in the face of adverse public sentiment abroad engendered by the insidious propaganda that we were fighting to perpetuate human slavery.”81

      Although neo-Confederates today often separate slavery from the causes of the conflict to skirt accusations of white supremacy, such a claim in 1913 instead reinforced racist ideologies. Historians have shown that “slavery and race were not interchangeable.” Denying slavery as the cause in the early twentieth century allowed former Confederates to claim a victory for white supremacy even as they defended slavery as a benevolent institution. Indeed, this denial corresponded with increased celebrations of white supremacy’s success.82 In his famous 1861 “cornerstone speech,” Alexander Hamilton Stephens, vice president of the Confederacy, connected white supremacy to the founding of the Confederacy when he stated, “Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea” from the founding fathers’ belief in the “equality of races.” He continued, “Its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition.” Years later, as part of an essay entitled “Slavery Not the Cause of the War,” Virginia Judge George Christian claimed that Stephens had not been discussing the cause of the conflict; rather, Stephens had simply asserted “‘the great truth that the negro is not the equal of the white man,’ and isn’t this fact recognized as true to-day in every part of this land?”83 Christian was hardly arguing that the Confederacy had been in favor of racial equality.

      These claims of southern victories for states’ rights and state sovereignty were critical to defending contemporary efforts to disenfranchise African Americans with arguments that voting was a state and not a federal issue. In essence, Turner’s claim that the war ended in a “compromise” conceded that the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery had been passed while conveniently forgetting the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which protected the civil rights of African American and enlarged federal powers. Ratified in 1868 and 1870, the Fourteenth, which provided equal protection under the law regardless of race, and the Fifteenth, which protected African Americans’ right to vote, were two of the most important legal outcomes of the war. By championing the principle of states retaining sovereignty over local issues, white southerners provided a legal defense of their disenfranchising African Americans. The Lost Cause has often served as a “call to arms” for white southerners to provide “united resistance to federal intrusion into state affairs.”84 It is no coincidence that those opposed to the civil rights movement in the 1950s and ’60s frequently argued that federal intervention was illegal, as the matters at hand were state issues. Today, those seeking to limit the federal government’s efforts to protect both civil and voting rights still often focus on the importance of states’ rights while downplaying how the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments expanded federal jurisdiction.

      Rewriting the cause of the war also helped ensure that what might otherwise be recalled as treason was instead remembered as patriotism. The Republican politicians who called former Confederates traitors in 1900 were not alone. Indeed, in 1928, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that he felt Robert E. Lee should be thought of as “a traitor and a rebel—not indeed to his country, but to humanity and humanity’s God.”85 In the Lost Cause retelling, however, instead of betraying the Constitution to preserve slavery, the Confederacy had paradoxically preserved the Constitution by seceding from it. In arguing that its cause was to defend the Constitution, the Confederacy became not only victorious but also righteous and legal. This effort to transform what might just as easily be recalled as traitorous rebels into American patriots in the memory of white southerners has been remarkably successful. Indeed, as scholars have noted, Confederate soldiers have become American soldiers in the eyes of many Americans. The same cannot be said of others who fought against the United States. Loyalists during the American Revolution are rarely treated as American heroes. The Sioux during the Dakota War, and the Cheyenne and Arapaho from the Colorado War, all contemporaneous with the Confederacy’s rebellion, are similarly rarely remembered as American heroes.86

      This phenomenon, as well as defenses of secession’s legality, still empower those wishing to celebrate Confederates as heroes and patriots. Defenses of secession’s legality allow a distinction to be drawn between Confederate soldiers and others who rebelled, such as enslaved people, without recognizing any double standard. The Lost Cause’s claims that secession was legal and that the preservation of the Constitution was the Confederacy’s aim—alongside stories of honorable conduct in battle—allow some white southerners to celebrate Confederate soldiers as American heroes fighting for freedom while simultaneously viewing figures like Denmark Vesey, John Brown, and Nat Turner as murderers who broke the law. Alternatively, both slave revolts and the Confederacy could be seen as breaking the law by taking up arms against the state, demonstrating a willingness to kill for their “freedom.” The crucial difference between rebel groups in this alternative interpretation was that one wanted to free the enslaved from the horrors of slavery, while the other fought to maintain the privilege of holding people in bondage.87 Alongside a rewriting of the cause, claiming that secession was legal or actually in defense of the Constitution has often been used to put a veneer of respectability on what otherwise might be seen as a racist double standard in how Americans remember rebels.

      Paradoxically, rewriting the cause of the war to marginalize slavery helped former Confederates continue advocating for white supremacy by recasting southern white men as victorious American heroes. Denying slavery as a cause of the war facilitated sectional reconciliation, as it allowed southern white men to cultivate a heroic image of themselves. This denial was also used to shape a new political order and social hierarchy in which African Americans were severely disadvantaged. Rewriting the cause of the war was part of an active effort to proclaim victory morally and in memory, if not on the battlefield, and ultimately, to uphold a system of racial segregation and prejudice. Combined with white southerners’ victories over Reconstruction and Fusionism, changing the war’s cause provided rhetorical vindication to former Confederates that they had been correct about white supremacy all along.88

      In both political speeches and Confederate commemorations, the Lost Cause narrative was used to justify not only legal disenfranchisement of African Americans but also the historical and contemporary racial violence necessary to achieve and maintain white political supremacy. In the eyes of both the “moderate” Carr and the more extreme Waddell, the Ku Klux Klan were a force for good aimed at reestablishing the peaceful antebellum race relations that northern intervention had ruined. A belief in formerly faithful slaves, the misrule of Reconstruction, and an ideology of white supremacy thus justified the violence that brought about “Redemption” and maintained Jim Crow. A past in which African Americans had become, “under the influence of the Freedman’s Bureau, in many sections, a menace to social order” provided an opening for a heroic Klan to ride in and return society to its “natural” order.89 In one speech, Carr celebrated how whites had fought with the following goal in mind: “The Anglo Saxon civilization for which the South was famous was now in peril of being subverted, and anarchy was swiftly approaching. To check it, an organization known as the invisible empire commonly called ‘The Kuklux,’ was adopted by many whites where the conditions were the worst; and it exerted power through terrorizing evil doers. They interfered only with those who were seeking to commit crimes against society.”90 Thus, in his Lost Cause retelling, the Klan became a stabilizing force reasserting peace and the proper order instead of a cause of strife. African Americans were not the victims of white southern violence but rather of unscrupulous carpetbaggers in Carr’s description of the past.

      The justification of Klan violence, which aimed at uniting white southerners behind Jim Crow policies, went beyond political campaigns. Led by the UDC, white women were central to teaching a heroic narrative of racial violence to future generations. In 1913, for instance, just a few months after Silent Sam was erected, the UDC’s national convention “unanimously endorsed” Mrs. S. E. F. Rose’s forthcoming book, The Ku Klux Klan or Invisible Empire, and “pledged to endeavor to secure its adoption” in classes and placement in libraries. The Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV) passed a similar resolution the next year. The book’s dedication declared that its purpose was to “inspire [southern youth] with respect and admiration for the Confederate soldiers who were the real Ku Klux, and whose deeds of courage and valor, have never been surpassed, and rarely equaled, in the annals of history.” Rose portrayed the Klan as a “remarkable organization, whose services were of untold value to the South” and spoke of how it formed for the “purpose of protecting the homes and women of the South.” The book, an expansion on an earlier pamphlet sold as a fund-raising tool for a monument at Jefferson Davis’s Mississippi home, recounted a Lost Cause version of a Reconstruction full of carpetbaggers who were stopped because “many brave heroes—the Confederate Soldier—who endured all the hardships of those four terrible years of war, were still left to protect, with their last drop of blood, their beloved southland.”91 Reconstruction could not be separated from the war in the minds of Rose and Carr, as both saw the racial violence of former Confederates as crucial to the white South’s success.

      This heroic narrative celebrating racial violence functioned best if slavery were remembered in a positive fashion, lest violence seem unproductive or unwarranted. For this reason, the UDC and other organizations not only pushed the Lost Cause as correct but also attempted to censure counternarratives. In Kentucky, the UDC successfully lobbied for a law banning a theatrical version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and “any play that is based upon antagonisms alleged formerly to exist, between master and slave, or that excites race prejudice.” The hypocrisy of the final clause of the sentence coming from a group celebrating the Klan, the blatant unconstitutionality, and the denial of alternative narratives were all symptomatic of the racism and political stakes that drove this retelling of the past.92

      Perhaps even more significant were efforts to control secondary education. In 1919, the UDC commissioned Mildred Lewis Rutherford to create a pamphlet—A Measuring Rod to Test Text Books, and Reference Books in Schools, Colleges and Libraries—to provide curriculum guidelines for southern schools. The UDC encouraged schools to only adopt books that passed their standards, requesting that libraries stamp all books that failed with the tag “Unjust to the South.”93 Among the requirements was that texts had to state, “The War Between The States Was Not Fought to Hold the Slaves,” and “Slaves Were Not Ill-Treated In the South.” The UCV and SCV created a committee of five veterans and five sons of veterans to endorse the standards, among them Carr.94 In 1920, in an expanded version of A Measuring Rod entitled Truths of History: A Fair, Unbiased, Impartial, Unprejudiced and Conscientious Study of History, Rutherford asserted that the “South is the negro’s friend,” and that any racial strife in the South was caused by “incendiary literature” from the North. “All that the South asks is to be let alone in her management of the negro, so that the friendly relations may occur,” wrote Rutherford.95 These educational standards explicitly aimed to instill an ideology of white supremacy in future generations by teaching children that racial violence was a product of northern interference that would disappear if African Americans just resumed their proper place.

      The positive depiction of Klan violence also justified Reconstruction violence’s ideological descendent, Jim Crow–era lynching. From 1877 to 1950, over four thousand African Americans were lynched in the South. These horrific murders were used to terrorize black communities, keep African Americans from political activism, and uphold the Jim Crow racial order. By shifting the blame for the South’s racial strife to outsiders manipulating previously content African Americans into making uppity demands, lynching in the present could be justified as a necessary evil correcting the greater threat of racial equality.96 While decrying lynching as awful, Carr stated that he was unwilling to denounce it until African Americans stopped raping white women. He was playing on a common trope, as lynching victims were frequently accused of sexual misdeeds. During a speech to an African American audience, Carr declared, “Mob law tends to anarchy; assault upon helpless women is worse than anarchy.” Blaming the victims of racial violence is not a new phenomenon. Carr similarly asserted that African Americans bore the blame for lynching, and “the question of the future of the Southern negro is one that must be deferred for settlement until we have restored safety and a feeling of security to the humblest woman in the poorest cabin in the remotest corner of the most thinly settled portion of the South.” Carr openly demanded that African Americans “must say one word in denunciation of lynching where they utter ninety nine in condemnation of the crime which has evolved lynch law.”97 There was no need for equality, as in Carr’s eyes, white women’s purity and feelings of safety mattered more than black lives.

      Carr frequently defended lynching with the myth of loyal, happy slaves during antebellum times. In another speech (also likely to a black audience), he declared that during the war, “our Southern womanhood was not only safe in the keeping of the black race, but they were actually guarded and protected by them.” The problem that led to lynching, in Carr’s account, was that “no finer type of the colored man is to be found than the type of black man—all too scarce now, that was raised and trained by southern masters and mistresses.”98 As Tara McPherson has pointed out, tales of happy slaves “functioned as a kind of escape scenario, simultaneously underwriting and disavowing . . . fierce lynching campaigns, insisting on a more perfect past, where paternalistic race relations ensured the good behavior of loyal servants.”99 Without slavery to keep African Americans in line, Carr felt that other means had to be used. He and other Lost Cause advocates constructed a narrative of the past stretching from slavery to the present that provided an insidious rationalization for violence against African Americans.

      The Lost Cause narrative was useful for uniting whites, but Carr did not stop at trying to sell his version of history to whites in the South and to critics in the North. He wanted a memory of the past to convince southern blacks that behaving and remaining subservient was in their best interests, wielding historical narrative not as a uniting tool but as a threat. Likely invited to speak in large part because of his philanthropy, Carr spoke at historically black Biddle University’s graduation in 1911. The industrialist told the African American graduates that denying that slaves and masters had friendly relationships was not only ahistorical but dangerous; he told students that he “would warn you for your own success in life in the land where you must dwell, for your own happiness, if not for your own safety, that you put from out your hearts the feelings of bitterness, which you might cultivate to your own hurt by believing the fiction of fanaticism.” The threat toward African Americans that they accept his version of the past and be happy about it or else was explicit. Carr then claimed slavery had Christianized and civilized Africans, and faithful slaves, who cared for their white families even after emancipation, should serve as appropriate role models to African Americans. He even went so far as to argue that the enfranchisement of blacks by northerners evidenced southern whites’ success at civilizing “a race of near barbarians,” which may have created some cognitive dissidence, given his stance on black enfranchisement.100

      Carr’s demand that his historical narrative be accepted was part of a larger threat. He called upon African Americans to stop appealing to northerners for money “on the ground of the negro’s ill-treatment” in the South. Rather, Carr argued, “The Southern white man is the negroe’s best friend,” and “there is no negro who has lived on this soil and behaved himself who has not his white friends upon whom he can call in an emergency.”101 The implication was clear: friendship—and protection from white friends—was contingent on southern blacks’ subservience and complacency. Dependent on his donations, university administrators could not make a scene or object to Carr’s rhetoric. Everyone in the room likely recognized that Carr was being less than honest about the past, but in telling an obvious lie that no one could publicly contradict, Carr expressed his power, reminding his audience who controlled things in North Carolina.

      Carr refused to accept that African Americans might have legitimate political aspirations of their own, telling one assembly, “It is only when you have been prevailed upon to further the political ambitions of a part of the white men of North Carolina, in the late nineties, that peaceful relations of the races here have been temporarily broken.” In presenting Fusion coalition successes as a product of northern carpetbaggers cynically manipulating black voters and not of the desires of both black and white North Carolinians, Carr even argued that black North Carolinians benefited from the state’s violent return to white Democratic control. In Carr’s telling, Fusionism was a second Reconstruction, complete with the same ending and the same cause: outside meddling in southern politics leading to racial violence and the eventual reassertion of white supremacy. Carr’s historical narrative served as both an implicit and explicit threat that should people of color try to exert political influence again in the future, they could expect to meet violence once again.102

      Although the Lost Cause was pervasive in the early twentieth-century South, it was not universal. Historians often overlook African American memories of the Civil War, but African American counternarratives provided some of the most significant opposition to the Lost Cause. A reporter for the Baltimore Afro-American, for example, contradicted the message that Confederate veterans were crafting at reunions and monument dedications, attempting to remind readers of a countermemory characterized by an immoral and vanquished cause. Reporting on the UCV’s 1929 reunion in Charlotte, at which the veterans dedicated a monument celebrating Anglo-Saxon civilization’s victory over Reconstruction, the author recounted how speakers in front of “four thousand senile veterans of the Confederate army” had made “utterances” that “indicate that they have entered their second childhood.” Sarcastically portraying veterans rewriting their past as an issue of dotage instead of propaganda, the Afro-American reporter objected to multiple claims, including that “slavery was not the cause of the war” and that Confederate “victory was essentially a victory of the spirit.” After detailing how preserving slavery was central to the war, the writer argued that if “the war was fought to determine whether a state may secede from the union and whether slavery was to remain a legalized institution,” then “the rebels lost on both counts.” In fact, the author pointed out that the Confederates had actually been “whipped.” While the article was contemptuous and sarcastic in tone, the issue was pressing and deadly serious. The rewriting of the past to make heroes was dangerous because, as the journalist wrote, “the lost cause was not only lost but misguided and God-forsaken. It admits of no sentimental gloss.”103

      African Americans and their allies had resisted many elements of the Lost Cause narrative since the Civil War. Many black Americans recalled a war fought for freedom and understood slavery as a “cruel system.” Emancipation Day, a holiday on which southern blacks celebrated the end of slavery, vividly displays this alternative remembrance of that past. In their version, “When the last army of the Confederacy was surrendered by Johns[t]on to Sherman—there was not a colored man in all the South who did not shout with joy,” as one Emancipation Day speaker told his audience in 1870. Instead of slavery as a school for civilization, African Americans argued that the South’s peculiar institution had “forced” ignorance upon them.104 And just as the Lost Cause justified the desires of white supremacists, the counternarrative provided an argument for African American rights. If ignorance was pushed upon African Americans, then why should they be penalized and lose rights for the crimes of whites? Celebrations of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments contrasted strongly with the Lost Cause’s continued obsession over states’ rights. Annual Emancipation Day celebrations frequently included resolutions against mob violence and protests against disenfranchisement.105

      Still, African Americans had to be careful how they pushed back against the glorification of the Confederacy. Especially after disenfranchisement, the threat of violence influenced African American celebrations and public remembrances. Direct attacks on the Lost Cause could lead to reprisals. For example, in 1901, African Americans in Mildred, North Carolina, celebrated Lee’s surrender. White newspaper reports of the celebration across the state included “a little advice” that African Americans “let General Lee and his surrender alone.” While Emancipation Day gatherings would be tolerated, celebrations that demeaned Lee would be met with threats. “Too many people here staked their all on the Lost Cause to view with complacency glorification over the downfall of their great chieftain,” one newspaper warned.106 That same year, a similar plan “to give thanks to God for the surrender of Gen. Robert E. Lee” was abandoned when organizers were informed that such an event was “untimely and objected to” by their white “friends.”107 The danger of pushing back too hard led some African American speakers to temper their retelling of the past or even to repeat parts of the Lost Cause to avoid angering their white neighbors.108

      The idea that there were no other historical narratives for white southerners to learn is a mistaken assumption. In addition to the presence of African Americans’ countermemories, some prominent former Confederates disagreed with the rewriting of the past. Confederate colonel John Singleton Mosby, the famous “Gray Ghost” who befuddled Union commanders in northern Virginia and Maryland, did not accept any pretense about slavery’s role in the war. In 1907, Mosby read Judge Christian’s essay “Slavery Not the Cause of the War,” discussed above. In his work, a typical Lost Cause essay, Christian not only denied that slavery caused the war but also asserted that because northern merchants had owned most slave ships, the North was responsible for slavery.109 In a letter to a friend, Mosby complained that this was historical revisionism, as “the South went to war on account of Slavery. South Carolina went to war—as she said in her Secession proclamation—because slavery wd. not be secure under Lincoln. South Carolina ought to know what was the cause for her seceding.”110

      Even as Mosby admitted slavery’s role in the war, he distanced himself from any lingering questions about slavery’s morality, writing, “I am not ashamed of having fought on the side of slavery—a soldier fights for his country—right or wrong—he is not responsible for the political merits of the cause he fights in. The South was my country.”111 Although acknowledging that the war was caused by slavery, the former guerrilla denied any personal responsibility for trying to uphold the institution, much like some modern-day Confederate celebrators disconnect monuments and flags from the war’s racial roots by arguing that these symbols only honor the soldiers and not the cause. Mosby’s position about the war’s cause, however, was less popular among white southerners, and denials that the Confederacy was founded to protect slavery continued in politics and public memory, as it does even today. In 2017, Virginia state senator Dick Black, representing part of the very region where Mosby fought, asserted, “None of those [Confederate] soldiers fought to defend slavery.” Two years earlier, at UNC, one of the organizers of a neo-Confederate protest to “Defend Silent Sam’s Honor” inaccurately claimed that Confederate soldiers had opposed “‘overbearing government, taxes’ and the taking of their land,” as well as “Northern Oppression,” but had not fought for slavery.112

      Carr was not deaf to other narratives—after all, he constantly assailed them as inaccurate. But when he and other veterans denied that slavery caused the war, on some level they knew better. Indeed, Carr was not above shifting his narrative when circumstances called for it. In his Southern Pines address, he even admitted that “the underlying cause of the disagreement was the institution of African slavery.”113 Sometimes, as in 1899 while speaking to an African American audience, he skimmed over the topic and downplayed its importance, saying, “This is not the time and place to discuss the causes of the war for Southern Independence, growing out the divergence of civilization, and sectional interests in tariffs, navigation laws, rights in slave property, and the like, with legislation believed to be favoritism for one section, and oppression for the other.”114 These admissions stand in stark contrast to other speeches where Carr declared, “It is heralded that the northern cause was the cause of liberty and the southern cause the cause of slavery. In seeming that is true; in reality the absolute reverse of it is true,” or as he told a group of Union veterans in Detroit, the South did not “appeal to arms to maintain slavery.”115 Clearly, Carr catered his historical interpretation to his audiences. It is ironic that in those speeches where Carr openly admitted that slavery caused the war, it was usually to highlight how loyal slaves had remained. By acknowledging the stakes of the war for African Americans, Carr made the faithfulness of slaves all the more impressive.

      The whitewashing of history and fabricating of past events has had lasting impacts on southern society. Stories that African Americans were happy except when outsiders interfered appeared yet again in the civil rights era, when southern segregationists claimed that African Americans were content until “outside agitators” intervened.116 Even today, politicians and opponents of local protests often inaccurately claim that the majority of protestors are outsiders to the community as a means of delegitimize them. In the twenty-first century, members of neo-Confederate groups frequently use the term “carpetbagger” online to refer to white liberals and historians who openly challenge the Lost Cause, regardless of their geographic origins. Often, these comments are accompanied by assertions that liberals do not really care about African Americans and only want to stir up racial resentment to achieve political goals. Liberals are the real racists, in the rhetoric of the neo-Confederates, because there would be no racism if northern radicals would just stop talking about it. In this manner, the same erasure of black agency and denial of local tensions that Carr preached remains alive today. This does not just occur on the political fringes. This pretense of outside agitators appeared in an email the UNC chancellor sent to students before a 2017 protest calling for Silent Sam’s removal.117

      Though less popular than it was in 1913, even the Lost Cause’s heroization of racial violence still survives. In 2017, Georgia legislator Tommy Benton, who claimed the Ku Klux Klan “made a lot of people straighten up” and “was not so much a racist thing but a vigilante thing to keep law and order,” was named to a state study committee on civics education!118 He was eventually removed, but only after he sent a mailer to fellow lawmakers denying that slavery caused the Civil War.119 Benton’s views were not confined to the state legislature: he taught history in Georgia schools for thirty years before being elected to office.120

      While Benton is an extreme case, Ethan Kytle and Blain Roberts have pointed out that “though tempting, portraying southern proponents of whitewashed memory of slavery as outliers is mistaken.”121 Indeed, polling data make clear that the Lost Cause remains very much alive. In 2011, a Pew Research poll found that 48 percent of Americans believed the Civil War was “mainly about states’ rights,” while only 38 percent viewed slavery as the main cause. Nine percent viewed the two issues as equally at fault for the war. In other surveys, southerners and whites have been found to misidentify the cause of the war even more frequently, but Pew’s survey found that even 39 percent of African Americans believed that slavery was not what brought about the conflict.122 Clearly, many Americans, even those who do not celebrate the Confederacy, believe certain false aspects of the Lost Cause narrative to be historically accurate, likely due to its enshrinement in school textbooks, prominent monuments, and popular culture.

      The Lost Cause continues to shape American politics as well, especially on the right. There is a strong correlation between historical and political viewpoints, with self-identified conservatives far less likely to view slavery as the cause of the war. A 2015 McClatch-Marrist poll, using a different methodology than Pew, found that only 47 percent of those identifying as “Conservative” or “very Conservative” viewed slavery as “the main reason for the Civil War,” while an equal proportion disagreed. A striking difference is seen among self-identified liberals, 67 percent of whom identified slavery as the primary cause of the war. Moderates fell in the middle, with 55 percent correctly identifying the conflict’s root.123 Today, those espousing a Lost Cause narrative find that a whitewashed version of history allows them to ignore the central role of race and racism in shaping American history, culture, and society. Indeed, the polarization of politics witnessed in the early twenty-first century is reflective not just of policy differences but also of fundamental disagreements about the nature of past events.124

      The modern white power movement, including neo-Nazis, white nationalists, the Klan, and other “alt-Right” groups, did not assimilate Confederate symbols. Rather, the white power movement was created, both literally and symbolically, out of the Confederate movement. Modern-day flaggers and fans of the Confederacy wishing to disassociate their symbols from overt white supremacists, neo-Nazis, and segregationists often fail to recognize the roots of the modern white supremacy movement. While it is true that the Confederate flag took on greater importance and renewed connections to racism thanks to segregationists during the civil rights movement, Confederate symbols were already intimately tied to white supremacy. Indeed, long before veterans linked white supremacy and Jim Crow to celebrating the Confederacy in the early twentieth century, the Confederate flag already carried a racist connotation, and time has only added more layers of connections. For instance, during the violent 1876 campaign to “redeem” South Carolina from Republicans, C. Irvine Walker, future commander of the UCV, led the Charleston Rifle Club under a Confederate battle flag as they attempted to keep African Americans from voting with armed patrols and a campaign of terrorism.125

      Today, some of those devoted to celebrating the Confederacy recall the past in a manner even less historically accurate than Carr did during the Jim Crow era. In 2017, one SCV member told a reporter at North Carolina’s state fair, “Those men that fought for the Confederate States were honorable men. They were our ancestors, they were not racists.”126 Herein lies the problem: one does not preclude the other. Many of the men and women who erected the Jim Crow–era Confederate monuments that now dot the southern landscape did so to preserve a belief that they felt the Confederacy had shared: all men were not created equal.

      A split has occurred in how neo-Confederates understand the war. While some Lost Cause believers do not recognize the ties between the historical narrative they espouse and white supremacy, others remain avowedly white supremacists, white nationalists, or white separatists. Confederate monuments have become a central gathering place for neo-Nazis in the twenty-first century. Both the avowedly racist and those who deny racism are direct descendants of Carr’s narration.

      The Lost Cause’s foundation of lies facilitated the modern disassociation of symbols from their historical meanings. To provide historical support for Jim Crow–era ideologies of white supremacy required not just a twisting of timelines but also the fabrication of a multitude of myths and lies, including that slavery was benevolent and Reconstruction a failure caused by northern interference. Between 1865 and 1900, the fact that the Confederacy was founded to preserve slavery was largely replaced in white southern memories with a new cause as a means of claiming victory. Since then, the Lost Cause has evolved further to the point that even the monuments’ creators’ intentions to celebrate white supremacy have been forgotten and replaced with arguments that the Confederacy had no connections to racism. Denials of slavery’s connection to the war serve a new purpose: to separate the Confederacy from accusations of racism. As overt white supremacy became increasingly socially unacceptable, a new form of the Lost Cause evolved without as many obvious ties to white supremacy, providing one more fabrication of the past for historians to untangle.

    

  
    
      2

      Inventing Confederates

      Creating Heroes to Maintain White Supremacy, 1900–1951

      Addressing the crowd at the University of North Carolina’s Confederate monument dedication in 1913, Mary Hicks Williams, president of the North Carolina Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC), celebrated the “over 700 monuments” the organization had already put up across the South. This was more, she claimed, than had been erected to any other “single cause.” These monuments had a purpose, and Williams knew it, declaring, “Poor is the country that boasts no heroes, but beggared is the people who having them, forget.”1 Monuments, she recognized, helped people remember historical figures as heroes, and heroes were part of a process that ensured a specific memory of the war was passed on to future generations.

      Monuments were not the only thing needed to propagate the Lost Cause narrative. As discussed in the first chapter, a remembrance of the past that recalled the triumph of white supremacy and Confederate veterans was crucial to both white supremacist political campaigns and to the erection of monuments. For that, the UDC and the Confederate veterans also needed stories of heroes and their valorous deeds to justify the statuary. After all, they needed someone to honor as well as something worth celebrating.

      Consider, then, the 1913 dedication speech Julian Carr gave at the University of North Carolina (UNC). It began like most of his addresses about the Civil War by reveling in the glory of the Confederate soldier. He announced, “No nobler young men ever lived; no braver soldiers ever answered the bugle call nor marched under a battle flag,” before comparing Confederates to other legendary soldiers. Led by “the world’s greatest hero, Robert E. Lee,” said Carr with clear hyperbole, “the Spartan lived again in the Confederate Student Uniform. . . . Leonidas clad in the Confederate Students Uniform, arose from the dead to fight under its folds again for his country.”2 Though obviously exaggerated, Carr’s version lives on today in history books, both popular and academic—precisely as Carr would have wanted. In an undated speech fragment, Carr laid out what historians should remember about the Confederate soldier. After comparing Confederate military feats to Austerlitz and Thermopylae, he declared, “In fact, the historian of the 20th century that does not do justice to the skill and bravery of the Confederate Army is an unmitigated fraud.”3 Fortunately, I am writing on that topic in the twenty-first century.

      In addition to rewriting why the war happened and the nature of southern racial relations, Lost Cause boosters rewrote the conduct of the Confederate army and state. As one scholar has noted, the Lost Cause myth required tales of “heroism against great odds” and not “defeats, desertions, and dissent.”4 The veterans rewriting the past thus needed stories of widespread volunteerism and battlefield valor. Stories of a united population that supported the Confederacy served a similar purpose to the perception encouraged by Democrats in the 1890s that nearly all whites united against Republicans during Reconstruction. The fact that large numbers of whites opposed the Confederacy undermined an imagined history of whites uniting, and it raised awkward questions about how devoted North Carolinians had been to the Confederacy.

      Tales of battlefield heroics and volunteerism were also used to demonstrate the superiority of whites. As part of their effort to reconcile the Confederacy’s defeat with arguments of white supremacy—after all, how could the greatest soldiers have lost?—North Carolina’s veterans claimed to have contributed the most and best troops of any state. Unfortunately for them, North Carolina’s wartime history was not as impressive as the veterans wanted to believe. While many North Carolinians fought well, the state’s desertion rate, opposition to secession, widespread Unionism, and resistance to conscription undermined claims that there were “no braver soldiers” than those from the Old North State.

      Julian Carr, Henry London, and other speakers at Confederate commemorative events in the early twentieth century needed heroic North Carolinians devoted to the Confederacy to celebrate, so to a considerable extent, they created them. These mythmakers ignored their own war records and created stories and even soldiers out of thin air to justify white rule in the South. In doing so, they created fissures within the Confederate memorialization movement across state lines, provided an opening for fake veterans, and left a narrative of the war that still pervades how Americans remember the war. Even today, some historians are influenced by the Lost Cause depiction of exemplary battlefield valor and volunteerism.

      Confederate memory makers often recalled the war as one that all white southerners unanimously wanted and supported, creating a solid white South during the war in memory, if not reality. Accordingly, those who erected UNC’s monument wanted the school’s students remembered as fully supporting the Confederacy. Speakers at the dedication who portrayed the students as unwaveringly devoted to the Confederacy aimed to create heroes of white supremacy that future students might emulate. For example, Governor Locke Craig’s keynote address contributed to a myth of widespread, enthusiastic support for the Confederacy by glorifying the way that “these boys were not drafted, the authorities of the University tried to keep them here,” pushing a narrative of volunteerism that covered over those who were less enthusiastic about fighting.5

      While some students and graduates were indeed among the most devoted to the Confederate cause, others were far from enthusiastic about the war. UNC alumnus James Pettigrew, of Gettysburg fame, rushed off and joined the Confederacy right away, stormed Castle Pinckney in Charleston harbor in 1860, and remained a devoted Confederate until his death.6 Other UNC students, however, had been active opponents of secession. While John Wesley Halliburton, along with a few other students, flirted with Unionism before he was convinced to go with his state, George H. Williamson, a student at UNC at the start of the war, joined the United States Navy.7 Older graduates also fought for the Union. Colonel Junius Brutus Wheeler, who attended UNC from 1849 to 1851, served as a professor of engineering at West Point throughout the war. Perhaps the university’s most notable former student who fought against the Confederacy was Major General Francis Preston Blair Jr., whose father helped found the Republican Party.8 While most UNC graduates did not join the United States military, many students and alumni wished to avoid Confederate service, and contrary to Craig’s assertion, many were, in fact, conscripted.

      Indeed, at least two of the dedication speakers knew firsthand that Craig’s claims were inaccurate. Henry London, who introduced Governor Craig, and whose wife led the fund-raising campaign to erect the monument, had been among the students who failed to rush off to war. Instead, he had enjoyed his time in college, smoking, drinking, dancing, and carousing, as well as usually attending class.9 Far from volunteering, as a junior in February 1864, London watched as “a half dozen” underclassman liable for conscription were rounded up and marched off to be enrolled. A week later, in a letter to his sister, London wrote, “Tell Pa not to be afraid of their taking me, as Gov [David] Swain [president of UNC] says there is no danger” of upperclassmen losing their exemption from conscription. Reflecting on the situation, he told his sister, “I would not care much if they did [conscript me], as I hate the idea of skulking, as it were, out of the army, when my Country needs my services so much, but yet when an exemption is proffered a man, he can scarcely be blamed for taking it.”10 When rumors of imminent conscription reached campus in October, London wrote in his diary that while he himself was “perfectly indifferent” as long as he got to serve with his brother, other students were more emotive. As the college administrators lobbied to keep the upperclassmen in school, London recorded how the senior class awaited word of whether they would have to go to war “with fear and trembling . . . some hoping, and others giving up [in] despair.”11 Indeed, London avoided service until he could no longer put it off, being conscripted near the end of 1864.

      Was London aware of the irony in his own plea as he introduced the governor that “forever may the monument remain as an object lesson to teach all future generations that duty is the sublimest word in the English language,” or had he come to remember his own past as he wanted others to recall it?12 What went on in his mind and whether he had actually forgotten how he avoided service remains unclear, but the claim that all UNC students went eagerly off to war would be repeated in future years. Even the monument’s inscription recounting that the soldiers answered “the call of their country” overlooked those who were dragged to the battlefield by conscription officers. Lost Cause advocates, however, attempted to erase from the narrative any sign of southern white ambivalence toward the Confederacy.

      Carr, the only other veteran on stage, also knew that many students refrained from volunteering, as he had himself been conscripted. Though he had turned eighteen in October 1863, he waited to go to war until the next year, when he could no longer put it off. While his biographers and profilers later claimed that he had volunteered, evidence from the period indicates otherwise. Even once he officially entered service, Carr did not rush off to fight. Instead, he managed to get detailed to work as a clerk for the conscription bureau. Until at least September 1864, Carr focused instead on getting others to fight.13 He was likely nineteen by the time he saw battle, despite that fact that he could have volunteered two years earlier. That men exaggerated their military service is no surprise—this occurs after every war—but these exaggerations served specific purposes related to white supremacy, allowing the Confederate soldier to be recalled as the pinnacle of manhood.

      The extent of Confederate volunteerism has been overstated in historiography as well as in the public imagination. Even some historians still seem to assume that Confederate soldiers or even most white southerners were nearly unanimously devoted to the cause and unbreakable until the end. One recent book calls Lincoln’s belief in southern dissenters “a delusion.”14 While Lincoln was wrong about the extent, organization, and strength of Unionism, recent historiography shows that many southerners opposed Confederate authorities. It is worth noting that West Virginia seceded from Virginia, white southerners contributed 100,000 men to the US Army, and over 200,000 African Americans, the majority from the South, also served in the US military.15

      The speakers at UNC in 1913 were not just fabricating volunteerism, however—they literally created Confederate soldiers who had never existed. Reporting on the monument’s dedication, Henry London’s newspaper, the Chatham Record, detailed how “no other institution of learning, either North or South, sent so many soldiers into the army during the War between the States as did the University of North Carolina.”16 London’s claim demonstrates how rapidly fabrications evolved. At the dedication just a few days earlier, Carr had actually said that no university except the University of Virginia contributed so many Confederate soldiers.17 London may have misheard, but regardless, Carr’s numbers were questionable to begin with. In the two weeks leading up to the dedication, Carr and university president Francis Venable corresponded about how many students had served and what ranks they achieved.18 Like the proverbial fish, the numbers kept growing. In a May 28 letter, Venable admitted to Carr that he had no “exact or satisfactory data,” but he felt “it is nearer 1000 than [the] 500” privates Carr had estimated in an earlier correspondence, concluding, “I think it would be safe to say about 1000 privates.” A 1901 study from which Carr based his initial estimates had claimed that 1,062 UNC graduates served, but by the time he was in front of a crowd, Carr claimed 1,800 UNC-affiliated enlistees of various ranks in his speech.19 The numbers were clearly made up—indeed, one scholar estimates that were only 1,592 living UNC alumni at the time of the war.20 As can be seen in the accompanying table, over the course of a few letters, the two men made up over seven hundred soldiers, including three major generals. They also fabricated casualties, nearly doubling the number of UNC dead. By exaggerating the numbers, Carr made North Carolina appear more devoted to the Confederacy and hence less responsible for defeat.

      In the aftermath of the war, debates arose over who was at fault for the Confederacy’s loss. In an effort to lay the blame for defeat elsewhere, many veterans argued that their state’s troops had been the most loyal, devoted, and courageous. These debates, which on the surface seem petty and unimportant, betray larger concerns. As the Lost Cause narrative was crafted, there was not always a solid Confederate version of the past, but the importance of portraying Confederate soldiers as heroic and noble was paramount for southern whites to lay claim to the right of local self-government without African American participation.

      The truth was that North Carolina’s Confederate record was questionable at best. Secession came late, large sections of the state had a reputation for Unionism, and numerous regions had required frontline troops to suppress dissent during the war. North Carolina also had more exemptions from the draft than most states, and both the state’s supreme court and governor had hampered Confederate conscription efforts. With a poor war record, the highest desertion rate, a history of large numbers of white Republicans, and the recent success of the Fusionists in the 1890s, at the turn of the twentieth century, no group needed the Lost Cause narrative of superior military ability more than North Carolina’s Democratic Party.21

      table 1. The number of UNC students claimed at each rank in various sources

      
        
          
            	Rank
            	Kemp Battle’s study (1901)
            	Carr’s estimate (May 27, 1913)
            	Venable’s adjustments (May 28, 1913)
            	Carr’s speech (June 2, 1913)
          

        
        
          
            	
              Lt. Gen.

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
          

          
            	
              Maj. Gen.

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              4*

            
            	
              4

            
          

          
            	
              Brig. Gen.

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              13

            
          

          
            	
              Col.

            
            	
              50

            
            	
              50

            
            	
              71*

            
            	
              71

            
          

          
            	
              Lt. Col.

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              39*

            
            	
              30

            
          

          
            	
              Majors

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              65*

            
            	
              65

            
          

          
            	
              Adjutants

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              46

            
          

          
            	
              Surgeons

            
            	
              71

            
            	
              71

            
            	
              71

            
            	
              71

            
          

          
            	
              Captains

            
            	
              254

            
            	
              254

            
            	
              254

            
            	
              254

            
          

          
            	
              Lt.

            
            	
              155

            
            	
              155

            
            	
              161*

            
            	
              161

            
          

          
            	
              Noncommissioned

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              38

            
          

          
            	
              Privates

            
            	
              365

            
            	
              500*

            
            	
              1,000*

            
            	
              1,000

            
          

          
            	
              Calculated total from above

            
            	
              1,062

            
            	
              1,197*

            
            	
              1,763*

            
            	
              1,754

            
          

          
            	
              Total claimed

            
            	
              1,062

            
            	
              1,500*

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              1,800*

            
          

          
            	
              Total dead

            
            	
              312

            
            	
              500*

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              500 or 600*

            
          

          
            	
              Total number from classes of 1850–62

            
            	
              842

            
            	
              842

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              842

            
          

          
            	
              Calculated total from classes other than 1850–62

            
            	
              220

            
            	
              658

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              958

            
          

        
      

      Note: Asterisks indicate when inflation occurred.

      In 1901, North Carolina’s state government produced a five-volume set, Histories of the Several Regiments and Battalions from North Carolina, in the Great War 1861–’65, in which the authors, including London, pushed a narrative of superior North Carolina bravery. The books came with engraved covers stating, “First at Bethel / Farthest to the Front at Gettysburg / And Chickamauga / Last at Appomattox,” which by the early twentieth century had become a mantra of North Carolina’s accomplishments repeated by those enamored with its variation of the Lost Cause. North Carolinians claimed to have provided the troops who died first at the Battle at Bethel, advanced farthest at Gettysburg and Chickamauga, and fired the last volley at Appomattox. So central was this to remembrance of North Carolina as the most accomplished Confederate state that Julian Carr repeatedly declared in speeches at both Confederate celebrations and Democratic campaign rallies that on every monument in North Carolina “should be carved First at Bethel—Foremost at Gettysburg, Farthest at Chickamauga—Last at Appomattox.”22

      Efforts to create a memory of North Carolina as the most loyal state with the most and best Confederate soldiers created fractures between states. In 1913, Carr was not breaking new ground when he said at UNC’s monument dedication, “And I dare to affirm this day, that if every State of the South had done what North Carolina did without a murmur, always faithful to its duty whatever the groans of the victims, there never would have been an Appomattox . . . and the political geography of America would have been re-written.”23 A debate over which state was most loyal to the Confederacy was already well established, and Virginians, who also wanted to claim that they were not at fault for defeat, had long objected to statements like Carr’s touting North Carolina as the most loyal.

      Judge George Christian of Virginia took offense at North Carolina’s claims and published a report complaining that these boasts “proclaim the fact that the troops furnished by her were better, and therefore, did better . . . than those from any other State.”24 Christian’s report, titled “North Carolina and Virginia in the Civil War,” focused on a variety of claims North Carolinians made about their state’s heroics. He began by objecting to assertions that North Carolina provided more troops than Virginia, as this “necessarily implies that North Carolina was more loyal to the Confederate cause than Virginia.”25 Even in 1903, Judge Christian could understand a basic principle of historical memory: collective memories evolve. Questioning each of North Carolinians’ claimed achievements, he noted contemptuously that North Carolina’s claims had started as “First at Bethel, Last at Appomattox,” while Gettysburg and then Chickamauga were added later. Then again, Christian was a great reviser of history himself. He produced the report on the causes of the war to which John Singleton Mosby had objected for denying slavery’s role in the conflict. Other historical articles he wrote laid the blame for Andersonville on the Union, declared that the North started the war, and contrasted Union and Confederate actions to show that Confederates fought more gallantly.26 While Confederate veterans south of Virginia agreed with many of Christian’s reports, Henry London and others felt that his complaints about North Carolina besmirched the state’s reputation.

      Thus, the North Carolina Literary and Historical Association formed a committee of seven veterans to write a book refuting the Virginian. London provided a chapter titled “Last at Appomattox,” while other prominent veterans wrote chapters on North Carolina being “First at Bethel,” “Farthest at Gettysburg,” and “Farthest at Chickamauga,” as well as one on the number of troops the state furnished. In 1904, the essays were published as Five Points in the Record of North Carolina in the Great War of 1861–65. At the top of the cover page, the North Carolina motto, Esse Quam Videri—To be rather than to seem—prefaced their argument that regardless of appearances, North Carolina had contributed more than other states. Perhaps the reverse, Videri Quam Esse, would have been more appropriate.27 Even the book’s claim as to the number of North Carolina troops, 125,000, is suspect but remains commonly accepted by historians.28

      On July 3, 1863, after the largest artillery barrage ever up to that point, disgruntled Confederate general James Longstreet, not wishing to give the order, simply nodded to his subordinate’s request for permission to charge. Three Confederate divisions under the command of Isaac Trimble, James Pettigrew, and George Pickett streamed out from under the cover of the trees to march across an open field in central Pennsylvania toward the center of the Union’s line. This was, of course, the famed Pickett’s Charge. Overly romanticized in literature, art, and film, the third day of the Battle of Gettysburg was anything but romantic.29 Minié balls, shells, canister, and grapeshot poured into the Confederate charge. There was nothing enjoyable about one’s head being blown to pieces by a screaming hunk of metal or an arm being ripped to shreds by shrapnel. The ultimately futile charge resulted in a Confederate retreat after causalities in excess of 50 percent. Ordered to regroup his division, Pickett famously remarked, “General Lee, I have no division now.” Four days later, a soldier walking the battlefield still could not avoid the “smell of putrified blood.”30 According to legend, memory, and popular histories, the disastrous charge on July 3, 1863, was “the high-water mark of the Confederacy.” It was, many white southerners felt, the deepest into Union territory the South ever went; after that point, the South lost the initiative and fought a defensive war for the next two years.

      A fight over who fought better at Pickett’s Charge and, by extension, who bore responsibility for its failure started early. Pickett’s own report was so damning that Lee had it destroyed, so historians do not know exactly what it said. Some commentators blamed Pettigrew, and rumors spread quickly regarding the cowardice of North Carolina troops.31 Within weeks of the battle, Virginia newspapers reported that Pettigrew’s men had retreated first, leaving “Pickett left alone” to be annihilated without support.32 North Carolina newspapers objected to such depictions of Pettigrew’s troops, which impinged on the honor of “North Carolina, whose blood has been shed upon every field, whose deeds have proudly illustrated the heroism and chivalry of the South, and whose people from Buncombe to the sea have been the soul of loyalty, devotion and patriotism.”33 This debate did not end after Appomattox.

      Nearly fifty years after the charge, as he spoke to the crowd gathered on UNC’s campus in June 1913, Governor Locke Craig noted that “nothing more heroic was ever done in war” than that charge across a Pennsylvania field, and that North Carolina’s troops had been “equal to the Spartans at Thermopylae.” Craig’s recounting emphasized the heroic, erasing anyone who behaved less courageously than those who made it to the Union lines, and ignored the giant tactical mistake that in retrospect Pickett’s Charge clearly was. Painting all North Carolina soldiers with one brush, Craig told his audience that their state deserved the lion’s share of credit, adding, “History should write Pettigrew and Pickett’s charge. They both led it. North Carolina was the farthest and foremost.”34 One of the preeminent battlefield historians of the Civil War, Earl Hess, points out that Pickett’s Charge “has come to symbolize the Confederate War Effort itself.”35 Because of this symbolism, the charge’s increased importance in postwar debates over memory continued long after the last veteran died; a monument to North Carolina’s claim that they went farthest was even erected at Gettysburg in 1986.36

      By 1913, “farthest at Gettysburg” had already become a rallying cry for North Carolinians defending their state’s Confederate record. But who went farthest? On the surface, to a military historian, the debate borders on the absurd. Veterans, however, used it as a means of measuring Confederate devotion without considering how differences in terrain, starting point, exposure to artillery, and enemy troop quality might have impacted the battle. What “farthest” even meant was never clearly demarcated, and so Virginians and North Carolinians created definitions that suited their needs. Judge Christian carefully defined it as who had “penetrated the enemy’s works farthest,” an honor that belonged to Virginians.37 North Carolinians demarcated farthest as who made it farther east; because the Union line bent backward where Pettigrew’s men attacked, this definition allowed North Carolina to claim the title despite having never penetrated Union lines.38

      Even were a definition agreed upon, the reality of what actually occurred at Gettysburg is unknowable. Indeed, firsthand accounts often shed little light about how far two units marched in comparison to each other. Contradicting reports—the result of a desire for glory, an impetus to excuse mistakes, and the fog of war—make many details of the battle hard to discern. Each soldier only saw fragments of the action and remembered even less, and as time passed, recollections became less reliable.39 As with every battle, the smoke of fabrication obscures scholars’ views as much as the fog of war did those of the soldiers who witnessed the battle. One veteran told John Bachelder, an early historian of the battle, that he faced “a herculean task to separate the truth from the falsehood in the multitude of reports that have rained down on you since 1863.”40 David Buehler, vice president of the Gettysburg Battlefield Memorial Association, heard many “preposterous and absurd claims” at the countless monument dedications he attended. He attributed these inaccuracies to a combination of factors: “partially because the members of each command saw only what transpired in its immediate front, and then again, the recollections of what did occur are frequently colored by camp-fire stories, until fact and fancy become intermingled.”41 These fabrications were not always purposeful. In an effort to make sense of a traumatic experience, veterans incorporated stories they heard from others, even if they themselves did not witness a specific event. Some tales, however, were just lies. Fifty years after the war, Pickett’s own wife apparently fabricated letters from her husband to make him look better.42

      These debates focusing on who was most valiant served to erase some aspects of the battle entirely. Pettigrew’s troops served to stand for North Carolinians and Pickett’s for Virginians. Ironically, Pettigrew’s poorest-performing troops were from Virginia. Large numbers of the 22nd Virginia did not even charge, and many of Pettigrew’s Virginians who did start never made it past the Emmittsburg road, being turned back by an inferior force of 150 Ohio infantrymen. Because of loyalty to their home state, however, Virginia’s veterans tended to overlook or obscure the failures of Pettigrew’s Virginian troops.43 Indeed, Christian’s rebuttal of North Carolina’s claims pointed out that the 55th North Carolina and “Brockenbrough’s [brigade] were the first troops to give way,” neglecting to mention that Brockenbrough’s troops consisted of three Virginia regiments and one Virginia battalion.44 In refuting the arguments Virginians made, North Carolinians also rarely focused on Pettigrew’s Virginians—who, after all, were commanded by a North Carolinian—and instead focused on examples of Tar Heel bravery.45 Neither side of this debate had any desire to slander other Confederate soldiers, thus making the entire Confederacy seem less impressive; they just wanted to be seen as the most heroic themselves.

      This focus on finding examples of bravery, real or fabricated, led veterans to invent imaginative ways to spin even the most damning of facts in a positive light. In 1901, in the third edition of his pamphlet Pickett or Pettigrew? North Carolina at Gettysburg, W. R. Bond actually tried to paint disorganized fleeing (instead of an organized retreat) by North Carolinians as evidence of the soldiers’ devotion to the Confederacy. Bond argued that Pettigrew’s men “felt that to surrender when there was a reasonable hope of escape was very little better than desertion,” while Pickett’s Virginians “were not quite as extreme as this.”46 Hence, Bond explained, Pettigrew’s men fled pell-mell to the rear to avoid capture, while Pickett’s men surrendered to save their lives.

      The attempt to deny that North Carolinians surrendered in large numbers was not based on reality. Plenty of North Carolinians and other Confederates surrendered at the Battle of Gettysburg. Indeed, the Union captured at least twice the number that were killed.47 Casualties for the charge have been estimated at around 1,123 killed and 3,750 captured, and Pettigrew’s men may have actually provided more prisoners than Pickett’s.48 With the exception of battles involving African American troops, battlefield surrender was common. Indeed, surrender happened more frequently in the Civil War than in any other American conflict. Approximately 462,634 Confederate soldiers surrendered at some point in the conflict, including at Appomattox and other large-scale surrenders.49

      In fairness, if Confederates felt they were honor-bound to continue fighting, then surrender might have seemed a quick way of returning to battle. Up until Gettysburg, the Dix-Hill Cartel, which provided for the exchanging of prisoners, had largely worked to quickly return men from both sides to combat. Indeed, for many Confederates, not surrendering seemed to increase the likelihood of dying needlessly, while giving up ensured they could continue fighting after being exchanged. David Silkenat has shown that “rather than engage in close-quarters or hand-to-hand combat with the enemy, which would have resulted in heavy casualties, soldiers on both sides concluded that when enemy soldiers came in such close contact, surrender was the inevitable result.” In later battles, after the end of the Dix-Hill Cartel, some soldiers became more reluctant to surrender. This is not to say that many soldiers did not fight valiantly but rather to show that in 1863, surrender was not yet viewed as an end to one’s military service. As a matter of survival, Silkenat argues, “the frequency of Confederate surrenders during Pickett’s Charge indicates that many rebel soldiers went into the assault believing that allowing themselves to be taken prisoner was preferable to assaulting an ensconced Union Line.” Indeed, Silkenat’s research implies that a willingness to surrender may have contributed to the failure of the charge.50

      When Henry London finally went to war in 1865, his elite social status likely helped ensure he was made a courier. Indeed, it was this fortuitous assignment that led to his moment of fame.51 On April 9, 1865, London carried the cease-fire order to General William Cox’s brigade. Cox’s North Carolinians reportedly received the order to cease firing last. This event became the root of the postwar claim that North Carolina fired the last volley at Appomattox, and London used his part to launch himself into the upper ranks of the Lost Cause boosters. As former Confederates from North Carolina and Virginia engaged in a long dispute over which state contributed more to the Confederacy, London’s story became key evidence of North Carolina’s devotion to the cause. In his frequent speeches at Confederate monument dedications and memorial days, London often spoke of his role in the Army of Northern Virginia’s final moments.52

      If “farthest at Gettysburg” seems like a pointless argument, claims about who fired last at Appomattox seem almost ridiculous. Why did George Christian and other Virginians care who fired the last volley and object to North Carolina’s claim?53 After all, Virginians could have interpreted North Carolina’s claim that they were “Last at Appomattox” as a sign that London was the least competent messenger. Or, if one were to take a less snarky and more sympathetic view—and what is likely the historically accurate explanation—they might have simply noted that the North Carolinians were on the extreme right of the Confederate army, meaning London had the farthest of any courier to carry the surrender order. Put simply, who fired last mattered because North Carolina was rewriting its past at the expense of Virginia’s. Just as they were doing when they claimed they had marshaled more forces per capita and suffered more causalities than other states, North Carolinians were showing that they had done everything they could to achieve victory. Implicitly and explicitly, this meant that other states did not contribute as much as they could have.

      To Christian, if North Carolinians only stopped fighting and surrendered because Lee and the rest of the army forced them to, then Virginians might be perceived as at fault for defeat. Indeed, London even claimed that Bryan Grimes, the North Carolina commander to whom London brought the fateful message, considered warning his men that surrender was eminent so they might try to escape and then join Johnston’s army in North Carolina. Only the intervention of General John Gordon of Georgia kept Grimes from acting. Gordon supposedly asked the North Carolinian melodramatically if he was going “to desert the army and tarnish his honor as a soldier, and added that it would be a reflection on General Lee and an indelible disgrace to him (Grimes) if he, an officer of high rank, should escape while a flag of truce was pending.” Whether true or not, London’s telling of the surrender told audiences that honor alone forced Grimes and his North Carolinians to surrender, and that “so horrible to General Grimes was the idea of surrendering” that he considered deserting.54 His reluctance to surrender demonstrated North Carolina’s loyalty to the Confederacy, displacing blame toward the Union’s overwhelming numbers and, perhaps inadvertently, on Lee, a Virginian.55

      A reputation tarnished by surrender, desertion, retreat, cowardice, and defeat all contradicted the claims of Carr and others that they had been the greatest soldiers since Thermopylae, so in writing accounts of the battle, they erased everything negative. That old soldiers exaggerated their conduct in war is hardly surprising or unique, but they erased their failings not just because they wanted to be remembered fondly by their grandchildren. The stakes were far greater. Debates over which state was most loyal, contributed more troops, fired last at Appomattox, or went farthest at Gettysburg were not just contemporaneous to white supremacy campaigns across the South—they were connected. These debates were largely driven by individuals involved in Democratic politics because both the individuals and Lost Cause narrative were closely tied to white supremacist politics.

      A heroic narrative about Confederate soldiers was crucial both to justify white political control achieved through undemocratic means and to unite southern whites behind the Democratic Party. In a 1900 campaign speech arguing for a literacy requirement for voters that included a grandfather clause exempting whites, future North Carolina governor Charles Aycock declared that whites had already earned the ballot over the generations because the “Anglo-Saxon race is the all conquering race intended by God to be the rulers of the world.” To prove this, Aycock rhetorically asked an audience, “Who were the men that carried the banner of the Confederacy farthest North at Gettysburg?” The answer he provided them: “White men, every one of them.” Indeed, in defeat, Aycock argued, whites had earned the right to rule the South because “the superiority of the white man” had been shown by their deeds at Gettysburg.56

      While he declared that whites had already earned their vote, Aycock claimed that the same could not be said for African Americans. Justifying the literacy requirement for black North Carolinians to vote, he told the audience that because “the Negro can’t get [suffrage] from inheritance, therefore we say he must get it by education.”57 If white North Carolinians fought poorly, then the entire premise that whites alone deserved to rule might became suspect, so Aycock, Carr, and others turned a literal defeat into a rhetorical victory. Similarly, if black North Carolinians had fought well, then they would have earned the ballot as well. In the Lost Cause version of history that Carr and Aycock imparted, the role of black Union troops was forgotten because actions that proved black manhood were unacceptable. Indeed, Carr told a black audience, “The freedom of the negro race was given to him, after a bloody struggle between white men, in which the negro had little part.”58 As discussed in the previous chapter, myths of loyal slaves and corrupt Reconstruction were used to justify disenfranchisement and racial violence. Tales of black soldiers challenged claims that slaves had been loyal and never wanted freedom until white northerners interfered and created racial strife in the South.59

      At political rallies in the early twentieth century, Gettysburg was often used as a contrast to African Americans’ supposed inability to govern. In July 1900, at a speech given to one of the state’s “white supremacy clubs” that sprang up during that year’s campaign, Charles F. Warren laid out this argument in a typical form. He claimed that Gettysburg, where North Carolinians, “by the winnows of dead at the furthest point,” marked the “zenith” of the Confederacy, proved the nobility of white men, while the misrule of Reconstruction showed that “the negro must not, shall not, rule this land.”60 It seems notable that veterans from Virginia and North Carolina disagreed the most over the history of the war. North Carolina with Fusionism and Virginia with the Readjuster movement were the two states where Democrats had the hardest time uniting whites under the banner of white supremacy after Reconstruction.

      Even children who witnessed the election of 1900 picked up on how Gettysburg and the memory of the Lost Cause were being used to justify white supremacy and the disenfranchisement of African Americans. For example, Mary Belle Gary’s 1901 grade school graduation paper on “the spirit of liberty that characterizes North Carolinians” compared the success of the white supremacy campaign a year earlier to both the success of the Ku Klux Klan and the valor shown when “true to [North Carolina’s] character, North Carolina troops went farthest up the slopes of Gettysburg and made the last charge at Appomattox.” She concluded her graduation speech by celebrating the election of 1900, where North Carolinians and their “love of liberty . . . wrested North Carolina’s government from the Fusionists and established White Supremacy forever.”61

      Maintaining a historical narrative centered on Anglo-Saxon achievements encompassed more than just the Civil War. The memory of North Carolinians as central at Gettysburg and Appomattox was part of a larger attempt to recollect key “Anglo-Saxon” accomplishments as centered on North Carolinians. The state had its own founding narrative that looked away from Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Virginia and instead centered the story of “Civilization” in America on North Carolina. The Roanoke colony’s Virginia Dare was recalled as the “first child of Anglo-Saxon blood” born in the United States.62 Though Dare was often portrayed as a grown woman, there is no evidence that she survived to adulthood—and hence, white North Carolinians were not descendants of hers. Claims were also made throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that a “Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence” signed in 1775 (a year before the actual Declaration of Independence) meant North Carolina declared independence first, before Jefferson ever wrote his famous words. Of course, the document was most likely fraudulent, as no record existed of it before 1819.63

      Beginning in the late 1880s, a group of Greensboro residents began working to commemorate the Battle of Guilford Courthouse as a “mecca of Patriotism” that celebrated North Carolina’s crucial role in the Revolution. In addition to monuments about the actual battle, the Guilford Battleground Company erected memorials to North Carolina generals who had died before the battle even occurred. The company aimed to make North Carolina central to the American Revolution and in 1901 even erected a monument on their Guilford County park to a 1771 skirmish from an earlier conflict that occurred in Alamance County, claiming it was “the first battle of the Revolutionary War.” Further linking two distinct conflicts, the monument conflated two individuals who bore the same name. Much as with the claims of an earlier declaration of independence, reality was less important than celebrating North Carolina’s leadership. A monument to the Battle of Kings Mountain, which by then was known to have occurred in South Carolina, was similarly dedicated at Guilford. North Carolinians claimed the victory as theirs because at the time of the battle, there was confusion as to within which colony Kings Mountain was located. The Alamance monument was eventually relocated to the actual site of the prerevolutionary skirmish, while the monuments to generals who never set foot on the battlefield and the Kings Mountain marker were all removed by the National Park Service in 1937.64

      Exaggerating battlefield valor and the extent of volunteerism were not the only historically inaccurate aspects of how Confederate veterans wanted themselves remembered. Perhaps no aspect of the state’s reputation caused more hand-wringing among North Carolina’s Confederate memory makers than its high rate of desertion.65 During the war, numerous commanders noted that North Carolinians had a tendency to be less reliable. Robert E. Lee even complained about the state’s desertion rate, which was the highest within the Confederacy.66 Historian Joseph Glatthaar argues that the increased rates of Virginians and North Carolinians taking “French leave” from Lee’s army likely had to do with opportunity. It was, after all, far easier for a North Carolinian to get home from Virginia that it would be for a Texan.67 In addition to a legacy of desertion, the state had an attendant reputation for anti-Confederate dissent.68 Captain Thomas Hunter, briefly in charge of the defenses of Roanoke Island, found eastern North Carolinians so disloyal that he felt “the maintenance of this position possible only so long as it is defended by troops from another State or from a more loyal part of North Carolina.”69 Lost Cause advocates made a concerted effort to deny dissent and desertion, or barring that, to display them as signs of courage and devotion.

      Like erasing white Republicans from accounts of Reconstruction, ignoring or even denying that dissent existed served to help create unified, loyal Confederates in the minds of white southerners. In 1905, at the unveiling of the Forsyth Confederate Memorial in Winston-Salem, Alfred Waddell, who led the Wilmington coup in 1898 and had run against Carr in 1900, told the crowd that “it was the morale of the Confederate Army and the Confederate people that made them forever famous.”70 That Forsyth County had voted against secession and been home to numerous bands of deserters and dissenters was forgotten. The fact that the county had resorted to a draft because it could not fill its enlistment quotas in March 1862 (a month before the start of conscription) was similarly erased.71

      Other Lost Cause boosters tried to make a place for individuals with Unionist politics by making the state’s devotion to the Confederacy all the more remarkable. In a speech two years earlier, Julian Carr openly admitted that “Forsyth was a Union County” that opposed secession before explaining that even the most loyal Union man came over to the Confederacy in 1861 once the war began. “The people of Forsythe County were typical of the state at large in that their loyalty to the Union, strained at length to the breaking point, re-acted from Lincoln’s call for troops to ‘suppress the rebellion,’ to an embrace of the ‘Lost Cause,’” declared Carr.72 Not only did his narrative help separate the state’s secession from slavery, but it also ignored the hundreds of deserters, recusant conscripts, Unionists, and other dissenters from the region who never came over to the Confederate cause.

      North Carolina boosters often denied that North Carolina had high desertion rates. In Pickett or Pettigrew? North Carolina at Gettysburg, W. R. Bond not only claimed that North Carolinians retreated to avoid surrender at Gettysburg but also contested the rates of desertion for the state. Bond’s pamphlet, one of many publications to which Christian and other Virginians had objected, claimed that “with the exception of South Carolina probably no State in the Confederacy had so few soldiers ‘absent without leave’ as North Carolina,” but that “owing to unfortunate surroundings neither the head of the army nor the administration ever realized this fact.”73 What exactly those surroundings were that misled Lee remained unclear.

      Bond even argued that those who deserted were actually the most loyal Confederates. He claimed that desertions “never occurred” in summer but only in winter: “When the men had time to think of their families, hundreds of whom were suffering for the necessities of life, did the longing desire to see them and minister to ther [sic] wants overcome every other sentiment, and dozens of them would steal away.”74 In reality, desertion increased after Chancellorsville and Gettysburg.75 Bond was neither the first nor last defender of the Confederacy to present desertion as a noble act to protect one’s family. A fundamental aspect of the Lost Cause narrative and the artificial memory of a unified white South was ensuring that deserters were not remembered as dissenters or cowards. Indeed, by presenting deserters as going home to protect their families, these deserters could be lauded as the epitome of white manhood. But while some clearly did desert for the sake of their families, not all deserters did, and the veterans pushing this narrative often did so to unite southern whites politically. And they succeeded, as this view of Confederate desertion has been reiterated by numerous historians.76

      One of the easiest ways to keep deserters from being seen as disloyal was to co-opt their story into legends of superior manhood and devotion. Confederate memory makers presented family responsibilities as an acceptable reason to desert. The story of artilleryman Edward Cooper was a favorite to tell at dedications and other Confederate celebrations. Julian Carr frequently ended his speeches with Cooper’s wartime experiences. The tale begins with Cooper receiving the following heartbreaking letter from his wife in 1863:

      
        My dear Edward;—I have always been proud of you, and since your connection with the Confederate Army, I have been prouder of you than ever before. I would not have you do anything wrong for the world; but, before God, Edward, unless you come home, we must die! Last night, I was aroused by little Eddie crying. I called and said “What’s the matter, Eddie?” And he said, “Oh mama, I am so hungry!” And Lucy, Edward, your darling Lucy, she never complains, but she is growing thinner and thinner every day. And before God, Edward, unless you come home, we must all die. (Signed) Your Mary77

      

      Cooper, a loyal Confederate, immediately and repeatedly asked his commanding officer for a furlough, but his requests were rejected. Of course, as a father, he had no choice. Loyal to the Confederacy but fearful for his family, Cooper deserted and went home, a classic example of divided loyalties. Upon his arrival, Mary hugged him and whispered, “I am so glad that you got your furlough.” Apparently, she sensed something was wrong, and, realizing with horror that her husband had deserted, cried, “Oh Edward, Edward, go back! Go back! Let me and the children go down to the grave, but oh, for heaven’s sake, save the honor of your name.” And so Edward returned to his unit to face his court-martial willingly. Carr explained to audiences that the court-martial had no choice but to sentence Cooper to death, though it pained all five judges to do so, even to the point of tears. Luckily, the great hero of the Confederacy, Robert E. Lee, pardoned poor Edward.78

      Cooper’s story did not end there. He returned to his unit, but during the next battle was mortally wounded. Though his whole unit had been killed or fled, the dying artilleryman continued to fight. Spotting the general who had sentenced him to die, Cooper called out, “General, tell me, I have one shot left, have I saved the honor of Mary and Lucy?” Edward Cooper, hero of the Confederacy, then fired one last round before “the husband of Mary and the father of Lucy sank by his gun to rise no more.”79 Cooper was the perfect hero for Confederate memory makers: a private, a nonslaveholder, loyal to the Confederacy, pardoned by the great Lee, who died heroically defending honor and his family.

      Cooper’s tale supported the Lost Cause mythology in a multitude of ways. His dying for Mary glossed over the causes of the war, presenting Confederates as fighting to protect their families. Lee provided a classic southern aristocratic gentleman, saving the soldier from death. Most importantly, the story presented an acceptable reason to have deserted while remaining loyal, as Cooper only fled to protect his suffering family. By recognizing and embracing the complexities and hard choices many deserters had actually been forced to make, the Lost Cause valorized deserters without requiring a disavowal of their devotion to the Confederacy. As discussed in the next chapter, over time, an alternative countermemory of principled desertion by Unionists was replaced with desertion from a sense of familial responsibility. Edward Cooper’s story, told over and over, contributed to this forging of the myth of the loyal deserter.

      There was only one problem with the story: Edward Cooper was a fabrication. Though historians still cite his letter as authentic, no contemporary record of the court-martial, pardon, or man exists. He was not real. While some historians might point to the destruction of Confederate archives as an explanation, a deeper look at the story and how it changed over time makes clear that it was meant as a parable at best, but more likely was just a lie.

      The story and Cooper’s trial and death sentence bear little semblance to wartime reality. First and foremost, there was never a requirement to sentence deserters to death; courts-martial had broad leeway to consider extenuating circumstances, and indeed, the vast majority of deserters received lesser sentences.80 In fact, courts were careful to avoid sentencing men to death just because an example was needed.81 The majority of captured deserters were returned to duty and never even tried, and of those tried and convicted, most were never executed.82 Only 6 percent of Confederate courts-martial resulted in death sentences, most of which were never carried out. Studies show that despite 1,342 North Carolina deserters being returned to service in just the four months from December 1863 to March 1864, there were only 160 to 170 actual executions of North Carolina troops throughout the entire war. This small number arose out of 450 death sentences and 3,200 courts-martial.83 A case like Cooper’s would almost certainly have resulted in some minor punishment by his commanding officer—likely the docking of pay—and would be unlikely to go to trial. Additionally, because Cooper returned, had he been court-martialed, the appropriate charge would have been being the lesser crime of being absent without leave, not desertion. Executing men who returned on their own made little sense for an army chronically short of manpower. The death sentence, however, added a heroic moment for Robert E. Lee to be seen as the perfect soldier and southern gentleman. Ironically, Lee actually felt that the army was too lenient on deserters and argued for more executions to maintain order.84

      Where, then, did the story originate? The first version of it appears in 1874 at a political gathering in Tuscumbia, Alabama.85 Told by ex-Confederate general Cullen Battle, who claimed to have been the president of the court-martial, the story proliferated in newspapers across the country, reaching San Francisco by October.86 In the years that followed, newspapers periodically reprinted it. Like a game of telephone, details changed, shifted, and were created.87 Shortly before his death in 1904, the head of the United Confederate Veterans (UCV), John B. Gordon, appears to have added a new twist to the story by claiming that the officers of Cooper’s unit raised money for the poor man’s family.88 By 1910, when the UCV publication Confederate Veteran republished the story (not for the first time), the story had changed so that the officer who told the story was Armistead Long, head of artillery for the Confederate army, and Cooper’s death now occurred at Cold Harbor in 1864.89 Adding new fictions on top of old lies, Long reportedly recounted this story at a dedication for the cornerstone of the Lee statue on Monument Avenue in Richmond twenty years earlier, despite there being no contemporary evidence that Long was even at the dedication.90

      As the story periodically reappeared, it was frequently used for new purposes. In 1914, a minister left off Cooper’s subsequent death and utilized the story as an example of how God can pardon men. Numerous papers across the country republished the sermon, once again spreading the legend of Cooper, which now had Lee standing in for God.91 That same year, the story was recycled by former Confederate general D. H. Hill at the dedication of North Carolina’s Monument to Confederate Women to focus on how Mary made Edward return to his unit. What had been a story of the divided loyalties men faced now became a story that emphasized Confederate women’s unbreakable devotion to the Confederacy.92 Hill was not breaking new ground; in advocating for the monument’s construction, Carr had already used the Cooper story in a similar manner.93

      Just as details were gained, some were also lost. In 1890, the News and Observer (Raleigh) reported that Edward Cooper had recently died in New York, and the story of his supposed court-martial was again recounted.94 Four days later, the paper retracted the story after a New Berne paper noted that Cooper supposedly died on the battlefield. Thus, in investigating its mistake, the News and Observer in 1890 finally recognized the fraud that so many future authors would not, announcing, “We gather . . . that the story is a fiction.” The paper went one step further in attempting to debunk the tale by pointing out that “so far as we know there was never in North Carolina such a case of threatened starvation.”95 Unfortunately, historians missed this article.

      Historians of desertion should have known better, but the letter was too compelling and reinforced a generally accepted understanding that many deserters left because of family suffering. Over twenty modern history books cite the story of Edward Cooper, demonstrating how the Lost Cause still pervades the historiography. In many cases, a reliance on faulty secondary literature is responsible for the story’s proliferation. Mary’s letter has been frequently quoted and republished without all the unbelievable details surrounding it. Because of this decontextualization, numerous well-known historians apparently never saw the parts of Cooper’s story that indicated that the letter was inauthentic. Mary Cooper’s letter appeared vetted and presented them with a poetic example of desertion for nonideological reasons. In other cases, however, historians should have known better.96

      Perhaps it is time to put the Cooper tale to rest, with the hope that future historians of desertion will not use it to argue that deserters left to protect their families. There is certainly plenty of evidence that desertion was spurred by concerns for those at home, though little so eloquent or pathetic. How many more fabricated stories derived from postwar sources still fill our history books? The sad truth is, historians do not know. No scholar of desertion has previously questioned the obvious holes in the Cooper story. As historians we need to ask ourselves how we use sources created after the war and how they have influenced our expectations. This is especially true for historians of dissent, desertion, and Confederate nationalism. Dissent and desertion remain understudied topics, but numerous community studies and microhistories have already shown that unwavering support for the Confederacy was not nearly as ubiquitous as some scholars would like to believe. Many Confederate deserters may indeed have felt deep personal devotion to the Confederacy, but the stories that have engrained such an image of heroism into the American imagination are not always based on reality. Stories like Cooper’s have led many southern whites—and a few historians—to accept a flat and unnuanced depiction of life in the Confederacy.97

      Why were fabricated tales like that of the humble and loyal Cooper such important stories for Carr and other Confederate mythmakers? Because so much of the historical justification for disenfranchisement and white rule in North Carolina was based on narratives about Confederate nobility and valor, these lies mattered. Disloyal or cowardly deserters threatened the constant claims that “Anglo-Saxon valor reached its most perfect development” at Gettysburg and that Confederate conduct had demonstrated the superiority of the white race so central to political rhetoric at the turn of the twentieth century.98 Turning desertion into a sign of racial superiority, and holding Mary Cooper up as an example of the superiority of white women, served to help justify Jim Crow.

      Leading monument builders in North Carolina repeated tall tales and exaggerated their dubious military records, both to champion white supremacy and to boost their political prospects. In 1900, when Carr ran for the US Senate, his war record became a point of contention. In their effort to raise enthusiasm for their candidate, some of Carr’s supporters exaggerated his service. A pamphlet produced and circulated around Asheville asked voters, “What is Mr. Simmons’ [Carr’s opponent] one year of service in the comfortable office in Raleigh during the campaigns of 1898 and 1900 to Jule Carr’s three years in the trenches in the dark days of 1862, 1863, and 1864?” Carr’s wartime record and Simmons’s role in later violent, racist political campaigns were both touted as credentials to be the state’s flag bearer for white supremacy, but Carr’s was vastly exaggerated, as he had not entered service until 1864. Carr’s own role in this embellishment remains unknown, but it led to numerous articles attacking and defending his war record. Some articles claimed that Carr had served honorably as a messenger but not in battle, while others claimed he fought valiantly.99 The truth remains unclear, but the exaggerated claim about Carr’s lengthy service would be repeated: in 1921, a profile in a Raleigh newspaper claimed that Carr had volunteered at sixteen.100 While they may not have always explicitly lied about their war records, men like Carr and London presented their military service in such a way as to achieve political goals and gain social capital. Carr wore a Confederate general’s uniform to provide a military flair he had never earned as a soldier, his rank having been granted by the UCV. In their retelling of events, veterans often made their rudimentary, and even reluctant, service into something noble, all while repeating war stories that they should have known were suspect.
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        “General” Julian Shakespeare Carr in his Confederate veteran’s uniform. During the war Carr served as a private. (Courtesy of the Julian Shakespeare Carr Papers, Duke University Archives, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University)

      

      While these former Confederates turned politicians were hardly the first or the last politicians to exaggerate military service, the manner in which Carr and other ex-Confederates used their service to push a policy of white supremacy makes them stand out. Carr’s long history of using Confederate military valor to celebrate white manhood makes clear that he was trying through his exaggerations to be not just a war hero but specifically a hero of white supremacy. Indeed, the pamphlet with the questionable claims compared his military service to his opponent’s political efforts for white supremacy, not to claim that his opponent was a coward and Carr courageous. The fabrications were designed to show that Carr—who was concerned he might be seen as too moderate on racial issues—was equal to his challengers in his devotion and contributions to white supremacy. In response, Furnifold Simmons, one of Carr’s opponents in the 1900 campaign, had veterans write letters to newspapers declaring their support for him despite his lack of military service, as he was too young to have served. One wrote, “For the last ten years of his life [Simmons] has been fighting for the old Confederate and his children the battles of Anglo-Saxon against negroism harder than any man in this state.”101 Confederate service or some other role in supporting white supremacy had become a prerequisite for Democratic politicians of that generation, leading Carr to exaggerate.

      While not all monument builders had poor military records, much about the actual military service of North Carolina’s leading Confederate veterans still remains unexplored. London and Carr were not the only Confederate boosters whose military records might have given voters pause. When Carr joined his unit, the 3rd North Carolina Cavalry, in late 1864, the unit was hardly steeped in glory. They had not been at Gettysburg, Antietam, or any of the major Virginia battles before Petersburg. Instead, they spent much of the war on picket duty in eastern North Carolina, guarding bridges and railroads with occasional minor raids. Even a veteran of the 3rd who wrote a regimental history self-consciously noted that “there is an infinity of duties besides the actual shock of pitched battle” when describing the unit’s service.102 Alfred Waddell served in the same unit, and his war record also had little worthy of note. Much of Waddell’s wartime experience was actually spent in the hospital, as he was a sickly fellow. Forced to resign, he received a medical discharge due to “chronic gastritis complicated by hepatic derangement.”103 None of this is to say the 3rd North Carolina Cavalry was filled with cowards, but only that the unit did not have as many opportunities to prove itself. Additionally, while these leading proponents of North Carolina monuments had war records that were less notable than those of many other veterans, they represent only a small sample. While it is tempting to think that Carr, London, and Waddell’s commitment to celebrating the Confederacy arose from a sense of overcompensation, this would be overly simplistic. Their devotion to white supremacy—and perhaps a bit of personal ambition—appear to have driven their fabrications far more than any insecurity.

      Of all those political figures apparently fabricating a personal history for political ends in North Carolina, Charles F. Warren’s was among the most tenuous. A Democratic politician who helped raise funds for monuments, he also joined Carr in giving speeches before the North Carolina Literary and Historical Association.104 Born in 1852, Warren had been too young to serve in the Confederacy, but that did not stop him from donning the Lost Cause’s mantle for political ends. Warren played up his time as a student at Washington College (soon to be Washington and Lee), where he claimed to have studied under the great Robert E. Lee himself. One of the stories Warren appears to have spread was that among the papers found on Lee’s desk upon his death were Warren’s own exams.105 The problem with this narrative was that Lee never actually taught classes, and although he attended examinations, the ex-Confederate leader died early in Warren’s second year of attendance. In fact, Lee died in October, having fallen ill September 28, 1870, less than two weeks after classes began, so his desk would have been unlikely to contain any examinations.106 Yet this claim of studying under Lee helped Warren’s political pursuits and shaped how he was remembered. A decade after his death, a memorialist recalled that Warren “would have made a magnificent soldier,” had he not been born too late, for “no man ever lived who knew less the sensation of fear.” His lack of fear, the speaker posited, may have come “from his association with the greatest war captain of all time, during the days he sat at the feet of Robert E. Lee.”107 The ties between white supremacy and Confederate memory were clear, and Warren recognized that anyone running under a white supremacist banner would benefit from connections to the Confederacy’s premier hero.

      The fabrication of history did not go unnoticed by outside observers. The Richmond Planet, a black newspaper, ridiculed those erecting the city’s Robert E. Lee monument, saying, “The men who talk most about the valor of Lee and the blood of the brave Confederate dead are those who never smelt powder or engaged in battle. Most of them were at the table, either on top or under it, when the war was going on.”108 It was not just African Americans who pushed back against tales that Confederates were superior soldiers. In 1916, at a Confederate celebration in Lexington, Virginia, the son of a Union soldier challenged Carr’s assertion that the Confederate army “was superior because it was composed of the best blood of the South, while the [Union army] was largely made up of mercenary soldiers.”109 Carr’s obsession with the racial purity of the Confederate army was once again indicative of his continued use of Confederate memory to uphold white supremacy.

      Leading white supremacists, Democratic politicians, and those erecting monuments were not the only ones fabricating stories of military valor. William Marvel has shown that the last twelve “Confederate veterans” to die were all fake. In fact, the last Confederate reunion had no real veterans. Too young to have actually fought, many of the “last Confederates” had added a few years to their age in the 1920s and ’30s to garner a pension or local fame. When they then outlived the actual last Johnny Reb and Billy Yank, they continued their lies to avoid being exposed as frauds. Social and real capital were both up for grabs; the men received pensions, free medical care, and even a place to stay at Confederate homes. They played the role they were expected to and retold stories that fit the mold of the well-established Lost Cause, and in exchange they were cared for. Many of these last surviving fraudulent Confederates claimed to have been in the Junior Reserves or to have enlisted in the last days of the war, thus explaining their longevity and lack of records, but as seen in the next chapter, pension fraud and lying about one’s service record were prevalent long before the 1940s and ’50s. For each of these impersonators who lived to be in their nineties while claiming to be well over one hundred, there were surely many others who died early enough that their claims never came under serious scrutiny.110

      Long after these men had been shown to be fraudulent, fans of the Confederacy continued to present them as honorable and noble veterans. In 1986, when Jay Hoar published an uncritical “epic prose elegy” to the last surviving Confederate veterans, he devoted an entire chapter to those Confederates who died after 1951, all of whom were clearly fake. Many of the other “Old Reb Standouts” he details in the book are also frauds. The evidence was there for Hoar to see; he even discussed challenges to some of these men’s legitimacy. Despite this, he included in his list of last Confederates two men who supposedly died when over 130 years old, including one who claimed to be the son of President James Monroe. Unwilling to consider or not caring that this might be fraud, Hoar treated his remarkable and unsubstantiated parentage, Confederate service, and age of 133 as factual!111 Had the claims been true, the modern-day Methuselah would have been the oldest recorded person ever by over a decade.112 The men fit the expectations of the Lost Cause, and a desire to keep a connection to what by then was being recalled as the noblest cause and most heroic of soldiers led people to accept questionable claims.

      A disinterest in finding the truth is often as important as lying in the creation of false collective memories. In 1910, former Confederate guerrilla John Singleton Mosby, never one to romanticize the Confederacy, explained why he rarely attended reunions. “There are too many frauds,” Mosby told a reporter. “If I had as many men as they now say there were with me, I could have driven Grant out of Virginia. . . . Every time they have a reunion there are some one hundred or more who register as Mosby’s men, and they are looked on as heroes, I bet a lot of them have been born since the war began.”113 He may have been right. Because veterans, the UDC, and historians had spent decades portraying Confederates as superhuman, many people were more willing to accept these elderly men as legitimate. A newspaper recounting the interview with Mosby accurately noted, “We think so highly of our Confederate veterans that the very suggestion that there are frauds among them is painful.”114

      Monuments and tales of heroic Confederates helped create a memory of a perfect soldier above reproach that these frauds played upon. As Governor Craig gave his address at UNC in 1913, he celebrated all the young Confederates who fought, stating, “In that great day there was the democracy of manhood. Every good soldier was an aristocrat and every brave man was enlisted in the order of royal knighthood. They were all thrilled by the pulsation of heroic youth. By their devotion to a cause, by the duties and the honor of a soldier, they were all lifted to a finer manhood.”115 Craig’s depiction, and others like it, contributed to the construction of a memory of Confederate soldiers who were as stoic and ubiquitous as the monuments themselves. The act of being a Confederate soldier became evidence of a man’s personal qualities. The proliferation of noble stories, many of them based on complete fabrications, not only helped uphold the Lost Cause and white supremacy but also created a presumption that there was no need to check the credentials of an ex-Confederate’s service because all Confederates were great soldiers and none deserted. This widespread belief in the honorable service of nearly all white southern men opened the door for pension fraud.

      In retrospect, the fact that it took the United States just four years to crush a rebellion that spanned nearly half a continent seems remarkably quick.116 It took time to bring the North’s demographic and industrial superiority to bear. Although the US military grew to outnumber the Confederacy’s, the US Army numbered just 16,367 in December 1860.117 Efforts to expand the military were hampered by a variety of factors, including incompetence, corruption, logistics, and an untrained citizenry. During the American Revolution, George Washington’s Continental army, facing an enemy with more resources and experience, fought for eight years and won. In modern times, ISIS, Al-Qaida, and the Taliban, facing aircraft carriers, precision bombs, drones, and the most capable professional army on earth, have all lasted far longer than the Confederacy. While perhaps not a fair comparison—the Revolution occurred before armies massively expanded in scale during the nineteenth century, and modern insurgents have embraced asymmetrical strategies designed to protract conflicts—the idea that the Confederacy was somehow more successful than reasonably expected may partially originate from a distorted view of the Confederate soldier. The reality is that the Confederate army was ultimately strategically unsuccessful and had problems with desertion.

      Military historians have at times inadvertently served to reinforce the Lost Cause narrative. As critics have noted, battlefield narration, or guns and bugles history, often “serves to commemorate, if not celebrate, the Confederate cause and to lend it credibility if not legitimacy” by never engaging the larger issues of the war. Bruce Collins argues that “the strongest contemporary image of the Confederacy remains its fighting prowess,” which has even been strengthened by historians studying the common soldier. Because some newer military history “treats the fighting men of both sides as equal . . . the study of military history both smooths, even almost romanticizes, the image of the Confederacy and strengthens the view of the conflagration as indeed a ‘brother’s war.’”118

      Recently, historians have started being more critical in their analysis of the martial ability of Confederate soldiers. Joseph Glatthaar’s General Lee’s Army, for example, uses statistics to examine desertion, resistance toward conscription, and discipline problems arising from southern culture, as well as noting Confederate volunteers’ attachment to slavery.119 But historians attempting to temper the dominant image of Confederate soldiers are clearly fighting against well-engrained assumptions. Earl Hess’s award-winning Civil War Infantry Tactics presents as an almost surprising revelation that “in many ways the Union army was qualitatively better than the Confederate army.”120 This should hardly seem groundbreaking, given the outcome of the war, yet Hess, Glatthaar, and other scholars leading this reassessment of the Confederate military are working against an expectation of Confederate superiority that remains among military historians.

      Though scholars have pointed out that “the historical records simply do not bear out the idealized picture of the Confederate common soldier,” some historians continue to propagate an overly simplistic view of Confederate soldiers as a singular courageous group instead of a diverse group that included deserters, cowards, courageous individuals, and men just trying to survive.121 In what is perhaps a display of just how influential Confederate veterans were, a recent operational history of the war repeatedly compared the Confederacy to Sparta.122 The unspoken implications about military skill in this comparison are hard to miss, and even the word choice parallels Carr’s and Craig’s. Passages like “no other soldiers in American history could match the commitment of both the Union and Confederate rank and file” are not just purple prose. This modern use of superlatives when discussing “exceptionally hardy” Civil War soldiers not only does a disservice to American soldiers from other wars but also paints them as a unified group without individual character traits. 123

      While reputable scholars no longer argue that slavery had no role in the coming of the war, the Lost Cause’s portrayal of the military abilities of Confederate soldiers has remained in mainstream historical interpretations. It makes sense that aspects of the Lost Cause continue to influence our understanding of the past. The stories Carr and others told in memoirs, speeches, and regimental histories were used by previous generations of historians to write their master narratives of the war. The works of Shelby Foote, Douglass Southall Freeman, and others who took in the Lost Cause as children were often the first books about the Civil War that future scholars read. Because the Lost Cause framework influenced the narrative with which many historians begin, it is hardly surprising that courageous Confederates still appear. Even those historians of the war who do not directly use or cite questionable sources and accounts and only use wartime documents to re-create the past cannot help but be influenced by the Lost Cause; suspect sources helped create much of the foundational narrative off of which modern historians are working. Because of their success in shaping our starting narrative, those who crafted the Lost Cause continue to hold an undeserved influence on how historians study the war. We begin our studies with an older framing in our minds, so all too often, we find what we expect. When filling in narrative gaps of otherwise original research, historians have a tendency to fall back on the old narratives they first learned. Some authors—especially those focused on other elements of the conflict—may not realize how depicting the past with a courageous, unwavering white South supporting the Confederacy is as central to the Lost Cause as denying that slavery caused the conflict.

      Even today, suspect sources such as unit histories are often uncritically used by historians. One historian deemed old regimental histories “unmitigated trash—the worst example of municipal chauvinism; used more often for self-promotion or [the] glorification of ancestors.”124 Despite this, some scholars still seem to believe that veterans writing after the war “self-consciously strove for accuracy.”125 In reality, a new generation of scholars has shown that these narratives were not written to pass on uncritical analysis to future generations but rather to ensure that the writers’ own units were remembered “free of anything embarrassing, unmanly, or dishonorable and that would endure for generations heroically.” Postwar myth creation was a massive undertaking, as “both Confederate and Union soldiers filled volumes, noting the particular role their unit played in the war, downplaying failures and dissension, and highlighting sacrifice and camaraderie, while paying little attention to the war’s larger context. The higher the casualties, the more proudly heroic the regiment’s claim.”126

      While true for northern units as well, these problems were exacerbated in Confederate regimental histories by the fact that they actually lost. Henry London’s history of the 32nd North Carolina recounts how “the failure of the expedition against Newbern,” in which the unit participated, “was through no fault of” that regiment. Indeed, the entire history is largely an uncritical explanation of how the Confederacy failed despite the 32nd displaying “courage and conduct . . . unsurpassed in the annals of war.” Discussing the unit’s first commander, London claimed that the men “implicitly obeyed his orders and had entire confidence in him, and in the midst of battle were under perfect control.”127 That in 1862 this commander reported problems with his men deserting (presumably against his orders) went unmentioned in London’s exaggerated account.128

      Accounts of battlefield heroics frequently display a continued joy in recounting Confederate courage. In one of his final pieces, the late Wiley Sword contended that “for sheer drama, for military pageantry, for a bold demonstration of the essence of Southern spirit, and perhaps even as the ultimate example of the valor of the American fighting man, the vicious encounter at Franklin . . . seems without parallel.”129 This celebration of white masculinity was not new. Sword’s version of events echoed that of Julian Carr, who declared in various speeches, “Franklin! Eternal monument of undying devotion, of courage without a parallel, for all future time thy name shall stand for Confederate Prowess,” and “the charge of the Light Brigade fades into insignificance by the side of the charge of the Confederate soldiers at Franklin, Tenn.”130 Another way of looking at the Battle of Franklin is to see it as the dumbest, most useless slaughter in American history, when thousands of southerners died for no reason, in a foolish attack, for a cause they had already lost. While it took incredible courage on the part of the men, not every Confederate soldier at Franklin fought with such foolhardy bravery.

      To be clear, most military historians are not neo-Confederates actively trying to support the Lost Cause; in fact, many include critical analysis that undermines aspects of that narrative. Sword’s books Courage under Fire: Profiles in Bravery from the Battlefields of the Civil War and The Confederacy’s Last Hurrah: Spring Hill, Franklin, and Nashville were both criticized by neo-Confederates for not being kind enough to John Bell Hood. Though Sword retained a strong admiration for the bravery of Confederate soldiers, as a historian, he remained capable of a critical assessment of Hood and the unnecessary slaughter at Franklin. His assertion that Hood’s memoirs written after the war might be anything less than 100 percent true led the Hood Historical Society to publish a paid notice in Civil War News accusing Sword of “the Desecration of a Confederate Hero.”131 The Hood Historical Society, focused on celebrating ancestors, remained incapable of critical analysis. Even those historians undermining aspects of the myth of superior Confederate military ability have frequently maintained a reverence for the Confederate soldier. Examining the poor discipline of Confederate soldiers in 1959, historian David Donald argued that “the [white] Southerner made an admirable fighting man but a poor soldier.”132

      Historians are not necessarily coming to their conclusions solely because of the Lost Cause, either. This book makes no pretense of being a military history. Many Confederates were likely competent soldiers. That being said, given how falsehoods and exaggerations clearly influenced the master narrative from which scholars are starting, historians need to reconsider the Confederate soldier with historical memory in mind. In a controversial 2014 article, Gary Gallagher and Kathryn Meier called for scholars to return to studying the military history of the conflict. Indeed, this study of memory leads me to a similar conclusion. An examination of the manner in which the Lost Cause influenced our expectations about the Confederate military, including unit cohesion, desertion, Confederate nationalism, battlefield performance, and the tactical ability and performance of Confederate generals and soldiers, seems warranted.133 As a starting point, desertion’s critical impact on the Confederate war effort is still often ignored, and its extent still remains to be satisfactorily measured.134

      Critiquing some poorly executed memory studies, Earl Hess argued in 2014 that “understanding the real battlefield of 1861–65 is essential to understanding everything else about the Civil War.”135 The same can be said in reverse. Integration of diverse types of scholarship goes in many directions. To understand the real battlefield requires us to understand the memory of the war as well. It may be true that the “Confederate people demonstrated robust devotion to their slave-based republic . . . and sacrificed more than any segment of white society in United States history,” as some scholars suggest, but the reason so many Americans—including a few historians—view the Confederacy in this manner is at least partially due to postwar fabrications meant to uphold white supremacy.136
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      The Loyal Deserters

      Confederate Pension Fraud in Civil War Memory, 1901–1940

      On the last day of 1923, David Pinkney Yokley applied for a pension based on his service in the 48th North Carolina over sixty years earlier. When the eighty-one-year-old Yokley applied, 9,135 North Carolinians were already receiving pensions, including some 750 who had been added to the pension list in the past year. By that point, the total number of veterans receiving pensions was dropping; over 1,500 pensioners had died the previous year.1 Designed to recognize the state’s debt to “the deserving veterans and widows of ex-Confederate Veterans,” these pensions were intended for Confederate soldiers who had served faithfully, and efforts were initially made to keep deserters off the roll.2 These efforts were short-lived and highly ineffective. By the time Yokley applied, pensions for deserters had proliferated, and examples of pension fraud could likely have been found in every county across the state. These former deserters presented themselves as loyal Confederates and were often recalled as such in both life and death.

      Among those who received a pension from the state of North Carolina for which he was not technically eligible was David Yokley. Conscripted in August 1862, Yokley had deserted just a month later with his brother, Charles Jefferson Yokley, and their uncle, Joseph Yokley. In 1864, the Home Guard captured one of the Yokley brothers. As a Confederate squad escorted their prisoners “tied with their hands behind them” along a plank road connecting Salem and High Point, around a dozen armed dissenters ambushed the rebel soldiers and freed the prisoners. Whether as captive or rescuer, David Yokley almost certainly participated in this mission—it was, after all, led by his father. Other rescuers included neighbors and at least one of Yokley’s other brothers. David and his uncle left the county shortly after and fled to the safety of Union lines.3

      Though in theory ineligible due to his desertion—not to mention lack of service—David Yokley claimed to have been a loyal Confederate, and he received a pension for three years until his death in 1926. For sixty dollars a year, Yokley erased his past.4 Even if men like Yokley did not believe their own lies, the Confederate pensions like those he and other former anti-Confederate dissenters received helped strengthen the Lost Cause as the primary means of understanding the war among white southerners. As historian John Inscoe notes, within the “belief system” of the Lost Cause, “there was no room for divided loyalties, for internal dissent, or for guerrilla warfare,” and so dissent had to be expunged from memory.5 Pensions helped. And so, although David Yokley had been listed in a newspaper as a deserter within five weeks of being conscripted, his obituary sixty-four years later remembered him as “a brave old Confederate soldier.”6

      After taking up arms against the Confederacy and fleeing to Indiana, one might expect David Yokley to vocally oppose efforts to celebrate the Confederacy.7 Indeed, he even appears to have dabbled, at least a little, in Republican politics.8 Despite his wartime experiences, however, Yokley does not appear to have been especially tied to the Union. His second marriage—to a sixteen-year-old, born a decade after the war—endured until his death. What Yokley told his young bride of the war remains unknown; however, he may have failed to mention his wartime resistance. In her 1930 application for a widow’s pension based on his Confederate service, she answered the question “Was your late husband a deserter?” with a one-word answer: “No.” The application was denied only because her age—fifty-five instead of the minimum sixty—made the young widow ineligible.9

      Yokley and his wife were hardly the only insincere family members when it came to pension applications. His uncle Joseph’s widow, Cordelia Yokley, received a pension from 1924 until her death in 1927 for her late husband’s entire month of loyal Confederate service before he deserted and escaped to Union lines. Unlike David’s wife, Cordelia definitely knew her husband’s status as a deserter, having married him in 1864 while he was on the lam and shortly before he fled north.10

      Understanding the role of money in shaping the Lost Cause is critical for historians of memory, as well as for any scholar using pension files. The Yokley family and other North Carolinians actively helped erase the memory of their wartime dissent in part due to pensions, as well as the social capital being a Confederate veteran brought. In turn, pensions helped buttress a southern racial hierarchy through both the erasure of dissent and by presenting pensioners as white heroes to celebrate. Pensions helped unite southern whites politically along racial lines by ensuring that wartime enmities and memories of divided communities were not passed on to future generations. Today, dissent, desertion, and intracommunity conflict are largely forgotten, even by some scholars of the Civil War. This was not always the case, but money helped make it so.

      Marita Sturken remarks about the Vietnam War that “remembering is in itself a form of forgetting,” and the creation of the Lost Cause was no different.11 Pensions, war claims, and other means of monetizing wartime experience served as driving forces in the creation of postwar memory, including a Lost Cause myth that presented a Solid South where support for the Confederacy was nearly unanimous. This myth was strengthened around the turn of the twentieth century, as pensions served as a form of welfare, a tool for political power, and a crafter of memory. Pensions and other rewards open to former Confederates helped create a memory of an idealized solid Confederacy by discouraging dissenters from speaking out against the Lost Cause. During the early twentieth century, some former deserters who had previously proclaimed themselves Unionists began supporting a narrative that celebrated Confederate veterans. Many rewrote their own pasts to appear as if they had been staunch Confederates when in fact they had deserted or even taken up arms against Confederate authorities. While the specific fabrications recounted in each pension application were not necessarily widely circulated, “pensioner” was a public identity that carried with it an official stamp of legitimacy and numerous expectations about their service. Pensioners had been certified by the state as devoted Confederates deserving of honor, and they would be remembered as such, often presumed to have fit the stereotypical depiction of Confederate soldiers discussed in chapter 2.

      Confederate pension applications help reveal how white southern memories of the war changed over the years. That the Yokley family came to remember themselves as Confederates and embraced the Lost Cause is indicative of a failure of a counternarrative celebrating anti-Confederate dissent. In examining the Lost Cause in Kentucky, Anne Marshall has shown how “Union memory . . . became too closely associated with emancipation and African American progress for white Unionists to accept it as their own.”12 While racist sensibilities pushed former dissenters away from an emancipationist memory that celebrated the death of slavery, there were also pull factors that drew people to the Lost Cause instead of maintaining a white Unionist memory distinct from African Americans’ recollections of the war. A countermemory of anti-Confederate dissent formed in the immediate aftermath of the war but in the long term proved weaker than the Lost Cause. In the end, the monetary and social capital available to former Confederate soldiers encouraged people to forget events that contradicted the glorious narrative provided by the Lost Cause, which in turn served to reinforce white supremacist power structures in North Carolina.

      Though the pensions were initially reserved for those seriously injured during the war and for war widows, North Carolina liberalized its pension laws to expand eligibility at the turn of the twentieth century. Before 1900, only about forty-five hundred veterans and widows had applied for pensions due the strict disability requirements. Beginning in 1901, the number of applications increased with the expansion of eligibility from just the grievously wounded to include any of “the brave old soldiers [who] were no longer able to plough as they had been” due to age, infirmity, or disability.13 The more lenient standards created an influx of applications. In the forty years after eligibility was opened up, thirty-five thousand pension applications were filed with the state.14 Although old age could now be the cause of infirmity instead of a war wound, Confederate service and financial need remained key requirements. North Carolina pension administrators only occasionally investigated attempts to defraud the state, however, a topic that scholars have heretofore overlooked.

      Technically, the 1901 law that expanded pension eligibility banned deserters from receiving pensions, but some veterans actually saw this blanket ban as a flaw in the law. In a 1901 letter to a Greensboro newspaper about who should be entitled to pensions and membership in the United Confederate Veterans (UCV), Thomas Rhodes argued that some deserters were better than others. Rhodes felt that those who deserted to the Union were distinct from those who “violated their furloughs by remaining at home over time for starving wives and children.”15 He argued that the latter category, which included himself, should not be penalized because they had deserted to help their families as opposed to betraying their country. Many former Confederates agreed, and by the turn of the century, this was already a standard means of dividing deserters into two classes: loyal Confederates who “laid down their arms out of an overpowering sense of duty to their families at home” and those who “turned their guns on their former comrades.”16 This ignored the fact that deserters at home were actually more likely to point guns at their former comrades than those who deserted to the Union. As with the fabricated story of Edward Cooper, the public and even some historians latched onto this heroic depiction of desertion.17 No one individual singularly invented this vision of desertion for family as the norm, but pensions contributed to the myth’s solidification in collective memory.

      Moreover, in the early twentieth century, there was a general understanding that deserters in the last days of the war were a distinct class. One county board even discussed whether those who went home after the March 1865 Battle of Bentonville had really deserted. The board decided that those men should be eligible for pensions, despite Robert Hoke, who had commanded a division at Bentonville, insisting they were deserters.18 Hoke aside, most people seem to have agreed that leaving in the final days of the Confederacy was not really deserting, and the former Confederate division commander’s opinion had little impact on how pensions were issued.

      In 1903, the legislature agreed that not all deserters were equal, amending the law such that “no soldier who was honorably discharged or who was in service at the surrender shall be considered a deserter, even though he may have deserted at some time during the war.”19 Befitting North Carolina’s reputation for absenteeism, going absent without leave (AWOL) was no longer grounds for losing a pension. This new definition of desertion made it easier for individuals who previously might have been labeled dissenters to get pensions by claiming they had returned.

      The legislature’s amending of the pension law in 1903 had important legal ramifications, changing the legal standard that officials used.20 Whether an applicant had been with his unit, at a prisoner of war camp, in a hospital, or on a legitimate furlough became the crucial legal test for applications. The new rules, however, essentially allowed deserters to claim that they had returned in the event that they were accused of desertion. For instance, George Dull of Forsyth County initially had his pension application rejected because he claimed that he had been on his way back to his unit when Lee surrendered. His unit’s records show that he was captured at Gettysburg, exchanged in March 1864, and then went AWOL. Whatever the truth of the matter, Dull made the mistake of telling the board that he had been away from his unit at the war’s end. Had he not mentioned it, he would have gotten his pension. In 1917, when he reapplied, Dull neglected to mention his absence, and this time, his pension was approved.21 Dull’s questionable case aside, this adjusted standard made some sense. Many of those who went AWOL may have been taking French leave, intending to return to the front eventually.

      But intent was not actually important to the new standard. Susan Younts answered the question “Was your late husband a deserter?” with the cagey answer “Not at [the] close of the war.” When her answer raised suspicions, she successfully argued that her husband had been arrested by the Home Guard and returned to the Army of Northern Virginia before Appomattox. Though there were no wartime documents to support her claim, she provided an affidavit from a neighbor as evidence.22 In 1909, Michael Swain’s widow admitted on her application that her husband died in Castle Thunder while being held for desertion, yet she received a pension.23 Had they applied in 1901 or 1902, Younts, Swain, and Dull might have been denied, had anyone investigated. The new standard, however, allowed individuals of questionable commitment to be remembered as committed Confederates.

      Efforts to cull pension lists of deserters were rarely effective. In 1901, newspapers across the state reported that a wartime list of deserters from western North Carolina had been found and that at least twenty men listed were already drawing pensions.24 Some newspapers claimed that fifty deserters with pensions had been identified.25 When further investigation revealed two deserters living in the old soldiers’ home, outrage ensued. Newspapers published local pension lists so that undeserving frauds might be spotted.26 Instructions were sent out to county pension boards to investigate each claim carefully.27 A new system of county advisory boards was established to try to detect ineligible applicants, but it did little to stop deserters from applying and receiving pensions.28

      Estimates of how many pensions were undeserved ranged as high as 20 percent, and these estimates may not have been too far off.29 At least 17 percent of approved soldiers’ applications in Davidson County for 1901 (eighteen individuals) should not have been eligible based on the stricter standard. Similar oversights can be found in the widows’ applications, as at least eight out of the eighty-six Davidson County widows receiving pensions that year should have been ineligible. By 1909, 10.7 percent of Davidson County residents receiving pensions (twenty-nine individuals) would have been otherwise ineligible without the 1903 law change. Another twenty-one pensioners (7.8 percent of the 1909 list) should still have been ineligible due to poor service records, even under the more lenient standards. A decade later, the percentages remained similar.30

      Comparing wartime records with pension lists makes clear that how deserters were treated in practice did not change due to this scandal. At least 15 percent of all twentieth-century applicants in Davidson County should have been ineligible due to their service record in 1901. Out of 618 application files, at least 45 were for soldiers who went AWOL but returned to their units before the surrender, and those applicants were eligible for pensions after the 1903 changes to the law. Another fifty (or 8 percent of all Davidson County files) should have been denied, even with the more lenient standards. Ineligibility due to their service record, however, rarely stopped former deserters or their widows from getting pensions. Of those fifty applications that should have always been rejected, at least forty-six were eventually approved for pensions, while two were denied for insufficient disability.31 This is a far higher rate of fraud than is found today in any American welfare, unemployment, or food assistance programs.32

      Little was done in most localities to stop fraud. In 1902, Davidson County’s new advisory board of veterans discovered only one deserter, Thomas Smith, whose pension had been approved the year before. In other words, the new advisory committee detected less than 4 percent of ineligible pensioners. Other counties found similarly small numbers.33 By 1904, Smith’s widow was receiving a pension for his service, presumably as the new rules propagated in 1903 made her eligible.34 In a few places, primarily in the western portion of the state, more concerted efforts were made to cull deserters from the rolls. As part of the 1901 statewide effort to find deserters, at least ten Yancey County pensioners were removed from the rolls. These men accounted for 12 percent of all Yancey County veterans receiving pensions at the time. But the 1903 standards made it much harder to keep even the least deserving deserter off the rolls, and by 1906, all but one had begun receiving a pension again.35 Similarly, in 1909, all of the surviving pensioners in Davidson County who undeservedly slipped by the board in 1901 were still receiving their pensions, and additional deserters had joined them. In one extreme case, R. G. Gordon deserted the same month he was conscripted, yet his pension application was approved in 1907.36 Unless they made the mistake of outing themselves, like Dull and Younts, investigations of ineligible claimants were unlikely to occur. Deserters remained on the books in most communities, thus ensuring that few reminders of desertion survived.

      The efforts undertaken in 1901 and 1902 appear to be the last major attempt (if we can call it that) to clear deserters systematically from the pension lists. As part of the reworking of the pension system in 1903, the advisory board was combined with the county pension board, decreasing the number of people examining each application.37 Rarely did anyone object to their neighbors receiving a pension. Exactly why so few neighbors objected is unclear, but some North Carolinians believed that fear of retaliation contributed to the silence.38 The fact that efforts to inform on former deserters usually fell on deaf ears may also have contributed to a general reticence to point fingers. As time passed, younger neighbors had little knowledge of desertion, having not witnessed the war. Additionally, having learned growing up that all Confederates fought heroically, they had little reason to suspect fraud.

      Even when someone spoke up, keeping deserters off the pension rolls proved nearly impossible. For example, after being conscripted in 1864, Thomas E. Johnson of Wilkes County deserted to the enemy within months of joining his company—one report stated that he stayed only a single night. Arriving at Union lines, he promptly took the oath and spent the rest of the war in Cincinnati. He received a North Carolina pension beginning in 1901, and not until 1912 did anyone object to it. Then, after over a decade of payments, Johnson made the mistake of telling his neighbor and fellow pensioner about his less than stellar record. Ironically, and perhaps a testament to how many deserters received pensions, the pensioner who reported Johnson’s admission was himself a former deserter. Though Johnson briefly lost his pension, it was reinstated within a year.39

      Fraud was hard to detect, so unless someone openly contradicted the expectations that Confederates had fought in a devoted manner, there was little chance of detection. As the muster rolls from the war were not easily accessible to investigators, detection was largely based on the memories of members of county pension boards or community informants. Members of the local pension boards often lacked any personal knowledge as to who from their county had deserted. From 1908 to 1936, for example, the six men who sat on the Davidson County Pension Board had not served with most of the applicants. Two had served in Company I of the 14th North Carolina, one in the Junior Reserves, and two in units recruited from other states. The final member was the son of a deceased veteran.40 In 1909, only 7 out of 163 Davidson pensioners had served in Company I of the 14th North Carolina, and even deserters from that regiment had their applications approved.41

      When the pension bureau checked available records, it rarely helped. In the 1880s, North Carolina commissioned John Wheeler Moore to publish a roster of North Carolina’s Confederate troops. Moore gained access to the muster rolls in Washington, DC, which would later be used to create the Compiled Service Records that historians and genealogists now use to check a soldier’s service record.42 But authorities rarely checked Moore’s Roster of North Carolina Troops, and then only to determine whether someone had enlisted.43 While Moore noted who was captured, killed, and wounded, he failed to note desertion.44 This striking oversight is indicative of the overarching purpose of Moore’s Roster as a form of commemoration and celebration rather than as a means to detect fraud. Hence, most deserters were listed in Moore’s book as noble Confederate soldiers even if they spent most of the war hiding in the woods.

      Even when individuals were missing from the Roster, applicants still received pensions. Elizabeth Black’s late husband never appeared in the records of the 14th North Carolina. When she applied in 1921 for a pension based on his service record, the Davidson County clerk included an affidavit that her husband’s “name does not appear on the roster, but he drew a pension as having been a member of Co. B. 14th Regiment, which I presume was correct.”45 Whether Black served or not, this was enough for the pension to be approved.

      Desertion was low on the priority list of most pension officials. Far more applicants were rejected for other reasons, such as insufficient disability or not being poor enough, than were even investigated for their service record. Insufficient disability was the most common reason for rejection and remained the most pressing issue for most pension review boards. Indeed, in September 1901, at the same time that counties were supposed to be checking for deserters, the State Pension Board announced it would accept only those who were “totally or three-fourths or greater disabled” because they had too many applicants for the money appropriated. The state board rejected more applications from Davidson County than they accepted that year because of this decision. The urgent focus on disability further distracted from the short-lived efforts to find deserters.46

      Most of those applications rejected due to a problem with an applicant’s service records involved men who had served in the Home Guard or on a work detail but had never enlisted in Confederate service. These individuals all outed themselves as ineligible on their applications. Bizarrely, when the state amended the law in 1903 to allow AWOL soldiers to receive pensions, Home Guard service was removed as a pensionable service. Thus the men who had hunted deserters were made ineligible for pensions just as those deserters they had captured became eligible. Pension lists from that year show that numerous men lost their pension when the Home Guard ceased counting as service.47 John Chappell of Surry County saw his application rejected because he had been in the Home Guard, even though he claimed to have been disabled when a deserter shot him in the leg.48 Ironically, the deserter who shot him would have had an easier time getting a pension than Chappell.

      Sitting down in 1915 to write about his experiences for the local chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC), Daniel Eaker recounted the most exciting moments of his war. He told of how he was nearly captured at Gaines Mill but escaped as Union soldiers fired at him, and how he witnessed a woman running across the battlefield carrying her child. He wrote of seeing Stonewall Jackson being carried away after being shot by his own men at Chancellorsville; Eaker reported he fought on the next day and “helped capture 20 Federal soldiers” with the assistance of only nine other Confederates. He was a regular Confederate war hero, but his fighting ended with his capture at the Battle of Falling Waters. The veteran remained a prisoner until paroled at the end of the war, or so he told the UDC, which published his account in a local newspaper.49

      Despite Eaker’s assertions to the women who requested his account that “I am glad that I responded to my Country’s call and was a Confederate soldier,” and that he remained in prison “until I was paroled,” wartime and postwar records tell another story.50 Captured in July 1863, Eaker took an oath of allegiance to the United States of America and volunteered to join the Union army in January of the next year. Using different doctors and officials from neighboring counties to notarize the official documents so as not to be detected, he had applied for pensions on the basis of both his Confederate and Union service. The more lucrative federal pension was never received, as he had failed to actually muster into the US Army—not to mention his disqualifying service in the Confederate army. Eaker had experienced more luck closer to home. In 1901, Eaker’s application with North Carolina was initially approved, but then it came out that he had been a deserter.51

      Still, Eaker would be remembered as a Confederate. Within a year, he was added back to the pension lists.52 In the years to come, he continued to appeal his Union pension application, even as he received a Confederate pension from North Carolina and lied to local women about his devotion to the Confederacy. On his death, the county paid for his burial as a Confederate veteran, and in 1930, his family received a Confederate gravestone from the US government.53 Tasked with preserving the noble history of the Confederacy, the UDC collected the stories of veterans but rarely stopped to question their accuracy. Eaker is just one example of how those who lied to get pensions helped write the memory of the war. Even those who never wrote a narrative of their experiences still helped enshrine a specific narrative about Confederate soldiers.

      Elkanah Wall, for example, also lied. After volunteering in 1861, Wall deserted to the Union in October 1863 and signed an oath of allegiance in 1864, promising not to take up arms again and to spend the rest of the war in Philadelphia. Yet forty-five years later, he asserted that he had been wounded fighting near Richmond in 1864. No record exists of him returning to his unit, so it seems most likely that he lied on his pension application and not on his 1863 oath. No one objected to his pension application, perhaps because they had forgotten his desertion, or perhaps because the pension system had become a necessary means of caring for the indigent elderly. After all, Wall was no longer capable of farming.54 The immediate purpose of lies was often not for some greater rewriting of history. Many applicants perjured themselves to get pensions not out of a desire to be recalled heroically, or even out of avarice, but out of need.

      Scholar Elna Green argues that Florida’s pension system served as an early “Confederate welfare system.” North Carolina’s operated similarly, thus lionizing the Confederacy while also providing for the aged and infirm.55 In an era before federal welfare and a national social safety net, care for the poor and indignant was left to individual counties. In 1892 and 1894, respectively, Forsyth County spent $3,075.58 and $4,400.77 aiding the “outside poor,” supporting the county home for the aged and infirm, and providing coffins for deceased paupers. Thus the monetary inducements for pension boards to ignore fraud were not necessarily directly connected with a desire to create a heroic memory of the Confederacy.56 Because the pension system acted as an early statewide welfare system, county boards were incentivized to approve pensions for disabled citizens for which the county would otherwise be responsible.57 For example, Jesse Wall, another member of Elkanah’s unit and likely his family, appears to have had no issues getting his pension despite deserting in 1863. Though his name was published in the local paper as a new pensioner, no one objected. On his application, Jesse noted his inability to “make support for myself and wife.”58

      This use of the pension system to take care of the elderly was not accidental. Pension laws were designed to keep counties from having to support indigent veterans. In addition to service, eligibility was equally based on need. Per the 1903 pension act, pensioners had to have an accumulated wealth of less than $500.59 Denials because of a person’s wealth appear more frequently than rejections for unsatisfactory war records. Many North Carolinians saw the pension system as first and foremost about providing for the aged. Elderly former Home Guard members, those who had served on work details, and even people who had hired substitutes all continued to inquire about pensions for their service in the 1920s despite being ineligible.60 As the veterans grew older and grayer, concern about service eligibility decreased, and the focus shifted to ensuring that the needy elderly did not suffer.

      In short, someone had to pay for indigent former deserters or they would die. With the increasing costs associated with caring for the aging veteran population, no wonder a county pension board might overlook a little wartime desertion. Jesse Wall was not alone in his need for support one way or the other. John Chappell’s 1932 rejection, due to the fact that he only served on the Home Guard, meant that Surry County residents would have to continue to support him through “donations from the county and private individuals,” as they had the preceding few years.61 Forsyth County’s Zadock Stafford, who had deserted after just three months of service, noted in his approved pension application that he was unable to work due to paralysis. The approval ensured that the county would not have to pay for his upkeep.62 By December 1911, pensions were funneling over $8,000 into Forsyth County for the care of the elderly. While not all pensioners would necessarily otherwise land in the county poorhouse, some former county-supported paupers from the 1890s received pensions after 1900, directly saving the county money.63

      Pensions facilitated a specific memory of the war being passed on to future generations by ensuring that being known as a loyal Confederate carried both social and economic rewards. Overlooking fraud facilitated the forgetting of desertion and dissent. The leniency and lack of investigations allowed those who otherwise might have presented themselves as wartime dissenters to be welcomed into the pantheon of Confederate heroes.

      Consider the case of Davidson County resident Henry Newby. On February 18, 1864, Newby deserted to a Union gunboat off Wilmington and was brought to Fortress Monroe. There, he signed an oath of allegiance to the United States and was released to spend the rest of the war in Pennsylvania. Yet five decades later, the seventy-three-year-old veteran claimed he had received wounds to his foot and heel in 1863, an injury of which no wartime record exists. His obituary recognizing him as one of the last veterans in Thomasville, North Carolina, made no mention of his desertion. Indeed, in the years before his death, he had regularly attended Confederate reunions as well, where apparently no one awkwardly mentioned his acquittal in an 1863 court-martial or subsequent flight to the enemy.64

      Newby’s pension not only provided a monetary reason to hide his desertion but also provided an identity that carried valuable social capital. These pensions both provided needed cash to impoverished veterans and legitimized them as respectable members of society. Even the poorest veteran was still respected, and at annual reunions, both local and national, veterans were feted by members of the community. Newby, for example, attended reunions in Richmond and Washington, DC.65

      Widows’ pensions could also help erase the dissent from the historical record while providing women with both monetary and social capital. After his capture in 1864, John Meredith requested that he be allowed to take the oath of allegiance, as he had “always been a Union Man.” The Confederate conscript claimed to be able to “substantiate his loyalty by persons residing” in the North. His request to take the oath and go to Indiana was approved on March 17, 1865. Unfortunately for Meredith, the wheels of bureaucracy took too long; he had died twelve days earlier in Elmira Prison. How sincere his protestations of loyalty were remains unknown, but they were surely not mentioned, if they were even known, back in North Carolina when his widow, Cynthia, successful applied for a pension in 1901.66

      Former deserters exploited the dual focuses of celebrating the Confederacy and providing for the aged to slip through the cracks. The administrators facilitated this in the pension bureau’s later years by allowing elderly individuals, unable to take care of themselves and suffering memory loss in their dotage, to receive pensions if neighbors vouched that they had served, even if they did not know in which unit or when. No one could recall what unit Louisa Grubb’s husband had been in, but four veterans testified he had enlisted early in the war. Her pension was granted even though her husband had been dropped from the 15th North Carolina’s rolls in April 1863 for deserting to the enemy. Louisa’s pension was granted, likely in no small part because a stroke left her unable to care for herself.67 Other widows received pensions with the wrong unit listed.68 One applicant was approved without any unit listed, as he was no longer able to speak.69 In general, pension boards cared about the finances and disability of applicants more than about the accuracy of a soldier’s service record.

      Sometimes individuals who were only babies during the war got pensions. Aaron Cockerham, the third to last “Confederate Veteran” to die in North Carolina, claimed to have been born in 1847, but records from his three marriages, his death certificate, seven different censuses, and his gravestone all make clear he was born in October 1859, indicating a fraudulently acquired pension. When he successfully applied for a pension in 1930, however, he noted that he was “incapable of making his support for his family.”70 Allowing fraudulent pensions not only saved counties money but also fabricated a false past.

      It seems that no one really wanted to find fraud. County pension boards, Confederate mythmakers, North Carolina politicians, and deserters all had incentives to overlook desertion. Pensioners wanted money, county officials wanted to keep from having to support indigent community members, and those wanting to celebrate the Confederacy had little desire to admit that the Confederate army included massive numbers of deserters or that not all white southerners supported the cause. Politicians also saw pensions as a form of patronage and political spoils that they wielded to gain votes in their home districts. North Carolina’s Democratic politicians often opposed federal pensions for Union service while supporting Confederate pensions, clearly indicating who they perceived as their supporters.71

      Just like the contemporaneous monuments going up across the South, pensions were linked to white supremacist ideology. Besides the extremely small number of exceptions discussed in the next chapter, North Carolina’s pensions for Civil War service were exclusively issued to white citizens, meaning that they served as a form of welfare only available to whites. This fit solidly into a worldview where whites deserved more than African Americans. Pensions, however, were more than just welfare for aging whites—they reinforced white supremacy through both patronage and a narrative of white unity and heroism.

      The liberalization of Confederate pensions was tied directly to white supremacist political campaigns. Indeed, it was no coincidence that Julian Carr and other members of the Democratic Party led the effort to make pensions more accessible. At the turn of the century, pensions for ex-Confederates helped cement the Lost Cause as the dominant collective memory among white southerners and served as a tool to secure Democrats near hegemonic control of the state. As historians have pointed out, it makes sense that the largest expansion of Virginia’s pension program came in the same period “often associated with the rise of the Lost Cause movement.” Pensions “allowed white Conservative Democratic leaders to celebrate Confederate veterans” at the same time they were instituting Jim Crow.72 As Democratic politicians cited the heroics of Confederates at Gettysburg to justify disenfranchisement and white rule, pensioners provided living examples across the state to hold up as evidence of white supremacy.73

      Turn-of-the-century calls for the expansion of pension eligibility were part of the anti-Fusionists white supremacy campaigns of the 1890s and 1900s.74 Attempts to disenfranchise African Americans and promises of Confederate pensions were two sides of the same coin. Democratic candidates’ promises to liberalize pensions served to attract white support, reward racial loyalty, and create white heroes. Campaign literature frequently connected support for white supremacy and support for Confederate veterans.75 The defeat of the Fusion coalition and the beginning of one-party rule in North Carolina in 1901 was marked by the swearing in of white supremacist Charles Aycock as governor and Democrats rewarding the support of veterans by fulfilling their campaign promises regarding pension eligibility. Once authorized, pension officials often ruled on applications in a manner to garner votes for the Democratic Party.

      Politics and personal antipathies often played a role in whether a deserter’s pension application was approved. For instance, David Teague’s pension was unsuccessfully challenged when someone claimed he had deserted. The bureaucrats in Raleigh recognized that fifty years after the war, people were often mistaken or “may have some personal grudge” that led them to lie. Indeed, the auditor noted that “we have so many cases of this kind to come up that experience has taught us to ‘go slow’ in accusing an Ex-Confederate soldier of having been a deserter unless we can substantiate the charge.”76 Teague was lucky. While pension officials were apparently overly cautious about personal disagreements leading to accusations of fraud, many were less concerned about politics corrupting the system. E. D. Smith of Yadkin County claimed his neighbor accused him of desertion in retaliation for his failure to pay a debt or because he did not vote Democratic, leading to his pension’s subsequent suspension.77 Similarly, Jesse Stegall of Forsyth County felt “his faithful service to the Democratic Party” had made him enemies in his Republican-leaning community.78 If true, Stegall was in an uncommon situation, as Confederate pensions were usually used by Democrats and not Republicans to gain support. In reality, Stegall was likely trying to make his case by appealing to state-level officials who were Democrats, knowing that pensions were being used to reward political allies.

      Politics and patronage played a major role in the administration of pensions, serving as a means of maintaining white hegemony in North Carolina. Democrats used pensions as a political stick as well as a carrot in their efforts to garner white votes. In Randolph County, James Fields, who had voted Republican, promised officials contritely that he and his son would always vote Democratic in the future if they reinstated his revoked pension. On October 24, 1912, a local Democratic leader, A. N. Bulla, wrote the state auditor to request the veteran’s reinstatement, as “I do feel like he should have his pension if he does the right thing now.” In response to Bulla’s assertion that “if you will write me a letter so that I can show him that you will get him reinstated, both he and his son will give us a full ticket,” the state auditor replied the very same day, promising to have Fields’s pension restored. Someone in the auditor’s office wrote on the letter, “Look this up & put his name on!!”79 The decision was clearly driven by the forthcoming election; the fact that he was one of a number of pensioners dropped from the pension list in 1909, allegedly either for being too wealthy or for desertion, appears to have made no difference in the auditor’s deliberations.80

      The Fields case was part of a long-standing effort in Randolph County to only provide pensions to Democrats. Indeed, reinstating Fields’s pension was the conclusion of a minor scandal that erupted in September 1910 when the Randolph Bulletin published allegations that party membership determined who got pensions. Democratic- and Republican-allied newspapers had published competing accounts of why Fields lost his pension. Fields was accused at various times of never having enlisted, of having been a deserter, and of not being sufficiently disabled.81 In fairness, his war record was not stellar. Fields had been under arrest since the day after his muster, and he was later court-martialed and sentenced to hard labor for desertion.82 The correspondence between officials makes clear, however, that Fields’s voting record was what really concerned them.

      Democrats in Randolph County were not alone. In neighboring Forsyth County, a veteran complained in a local newspaper in 1902 about his denied pension. Because he went AWOL for a week before being captured and returned to duty, the veteran was technically ineligible for another year. However, he believed his denial could be attributed to his admission that he was a Republican, writing, “Had I told them I was a Democrat I would have got a pension, as other Democratic deserters did.” Why the board was even asking him about his party affiliations was never addressed. Ironically, the old veteran believed that a Democratic deserter was at fault for the whole affair. His characterization of the Forsyth pension board seems more accurate than Stegall’s, as the county’s pension board actually included a Democrat who had deserted to the enemy in the last months of the war.83

      Another reason his application may have drawn the ire of a board composed of Confederate veterans was that he vocally announced that he had opposed the war, writing, “Like a large majority of the conscripts, I was forced into the war against my will.”84 Indeed, pointing out that not all whites supported the Confederacy was a political act as much as an act of historical interpretation in 1902. His open statements that he had been disloyal undermined the myths of the Lost Cause that Confederate pensions and politicians were actively shaping. Silence regarding desertion was not a problem, but flaunting that the South had been divided and discussing being forcibly conscripted was unacceptable to some Democratic officials by the early 1900s. His challenging a vision of the South where whites had unanimously supported the Confederacy was likely his greatest sin.

      Indeed, opposing the Lost Cause’s narrative of volunteerism and devotion—and hence undermining white supremacy—was the quickest way to have a pension application denied. One of David Yokley’s cousins presents a striking example of an attempt to garner an undeserved pension that also provides a cautionary lesson for scholars using pension applications. The copy of Jacob Yokley’s pension application found online is misleading. The application clearly has “approved” written across the front of it, which might lead a historian or genealogist to believe that Jacob had been a devoted Confederate and received a pension. Jacob’s case, however, was one of those rare instances in which an investigation actually occurred. The results of these investigations do not appear in the digitized pension application file, instead appearing in a separate collection of correspondence held in the state archives. Scholars of the Civil War should remember that the complexities of wartime loyalties are rarely reflected accurately in the often incomplete administrative records made by the pension bureau.

      In his application, Jacob swore he had been in the 70th North Carolina State Troops (1st Junior Reserves) beginning in 1864. Closer investigation reveals that Jacob had never served at all—he was actually a recusant conscript who took up arms against the Confederate Home Guard. Jacob attempted to twist, or indeed rewrite, the past to create an economically useful narrative. In a testament to how lackadaisically pension boards were looking for fraud, Jacob’s application was initially approved. His pension was only revoked after neighbors challenged his eligibility before he received his first check.85

      What undid Jacob Yokley, as opposed to so many of his relatives and neighbors—besides never having served—was that he was a braggart. Shortly after submitting his application in 1925, Jacob boasted to his neighbors about how he “drew a gun on the home guard” when they tried to capture him.86 Jacob apparently took great pride in his ability to avoid capture, bragging that “he was too sharp for the home guard,” but ultimately, he was not too sharp for the pension board.87

      As with the Forsyth County Republican whose application was rejected, Jacob’s blatant refusal even to pretend he had been loyal to the South was as unacceptable as his actual lack of service. His vocally undermining the Lost Cause with tales of resistance could not be overlooked. Had he kept quiet, Jacob likely would have received his pension without issue, as Aaron Cockerham and others who never served did.88 Instead, tasked to investigate the case, the local pension board, likely embarrassed at having approved his application in the first place, informed state officials that Jacob had admitted to them not only that he had failed to serve but also that he had hidden by wearing “women’s clothes.”89 Jacob’s open admissions contradicted the accepted narrative of the Lost Cause in just too many ways. His critics’ attempt to emasculate him with accusations of crossdressing served to reassert the masculinity of loyal Confederates. While this may have happened—indeed, deserters occasionally disguised themselves as women to avoid Home Guard patrols—it also functioned to separate Jacob from the masculine, honorable Confederate hero pensioners were supposed to represent.90

      What made Jacob’s case stand out was that he got caught. Pension boards were not completely oblivious to ineligible claimants slipping through, but their leniency was obvious to the many applicants who tried to take advantage of it. Like Daniel Eaker, Delila Hill applied for pensions from both the federal government and the state government. Both were denied. It seems likely that the fact that her husband had not only been arrested as a deserter from the 21st North Carolina but had also then joined the Union army after being captured in 1864 may explain why the local board rejected her application. For Hill’s Confederate pension application to be approved would have required the signature of the same Davidson County Superior Court clerk who had previously notarized documents for her federal pension application.91 Still, the fact that Hill even applied is a testament to how pension boards were perceived, and had she lived long enough to reapply, she would likely have been approved. In another brazen example, James J. Young deserted from both armies yet still applied for a pension from both the Union and Confederacy.92 Though he was eligible for neither, his Confederate pension application was approved by the same county board that rejected Hill’s. Others in similar situations also applied for multiple pensions.93

      At least on the surface, North Carolina’s Democrats opposed any pension for Confederate deserters who joined the Union army. In 1902, objections to these “galvanized Yankees” receiving federal pensions flourished across the state, when North Carolina senator Jeter Pritchard, a Republican, proposed a bill in Washington authorizing pensions for former Confederate soldiers who had joined the US Army during the war. Though this would have brought federal dollars into the state at a time when federal pensions were transferring wealth out of the South, many former Confederates found this unacceptable. The state division of the UCV passed a resolution denouncing the bill because it “rewards treachery and perfidy by giving to Confederate deserters for fighting against their former flag and comrades.” Some commentators denied that North Carolina would receive much money, although others estimated it would bring $5 million annually into the South. Senator Pritchard, a Republican, lost his reelection campaign that year, in part due to his opposition to Confederate pensions while supporting pensions for galvanized Yankees.94 The widespread disenfranchisement of African Americans also helped seal his defeat. Democrats used the politics of pensions as a wedge issue, and in doing so, they made clear what sort of service they felt should be seen as heroic in North Carolina.

      Like Jacob Yokley, galvanized Yankees challenged the Lost Cause. The existence of Confederates who switched sides was even harder to explain away than desertion. As discussed in the previous chapter, desertion could be explained by the demands of family. Joining the Union army, though, undermined the myth of the heroic and unwavering loyal Confederate soldier. Thus, while there were extensive efforts to highlight politicians’ opposition to galvanized Yankees being rewarded for their Union service, attempts to stop deserters were so weak that even galvanized Yankees like Eaker and Young could slip through the cracks. In effect, pensions encouraged them to forget their Union service, at least publicly.

      Most Confederate pensioners were not lying about their service record, and the ineligible pensioners discussed here represent a minority of applications. That minority, however, indicates a willingness to overlook desertion. Even after 1927, when the federal government completed the Compiled Service Records that detail the military careers of each soldier, North Carolina only rarely wrote to Washington to learn about a soldier’s service. Unless they already had questions, the word of a few neighbors was enough to approve a pension. It seems that the myth of the Solid South was strong enough by 1920 that many white North Carolinians accepted that most white southerners would never have deserted or dissented, and if they did desert, they must have had good reason. Investigations, then, were simply unlikely to yield results in the minds of those enculturated with the Lost Cause.

      Pension fraud was not limited to North Carolina, nor was the state’s failure to stop it exceptional. In 1906, Georgia’s pension commissioner, J. W. Lindsay, noted in his annual report that there was “considerable fraud in the pension rolls which under the present laws it is practically impossible to detect.” Lindsay stated that he had examined War Department records and determined that some applicants who claimed to have been captured had actually been deserters. He lacked authority, however, to do anything about these deserters receiving pensions. The next year, he complained again that grand juries “are still very lax” in their duties of detecting fraud. He would make a similar complaint in 1909, but despite his repeated requests for more authority, county grand juries would remain “the only check” on fraud in the state.95 Few Georgians seem to have taken Lindsay’s concerns seriously.

      Part of the problem is that there was an expectation, encouraged by the narratives that Confederate veterans and Democratic politicians pushed, that veterans were noble and honest. In South Carolina, a minor scandal ensued after ex-Confederate general Irvine Walker declared in 1911 that there “ought not to be more than 2,000 soldier pensioners” despite the previous year’s rolls listing 4,886. In reply, the state’s comptroller general called the accusation “reckless” while asserting that as “the administration of pension laws . . . is entrusted to ex-Confederate soldiers” and “the Confederate soldiers can be trusted to conduct the interests of their comrades,” the public need not worry about fraud. A. S. Salley Jr., secretary of the state’s historical commission, similarly declared that he doubted fraud was common, insisting that doubting the claims of old soldiers would lead to “gross historical mistakes and myths will be perpetuated.” A newspaper reporting on the issue noted that Salley’s “faith in [the] honor of Gallant Confederate soldiers” led him to dismiss accusations of pension fraud.96

      The Lost Cause narrative had been extremely successful at creating an expectation of honesty for elderly veterans across the South. When considering John Singleton Mosby’s contention that many self-proclaimed veterans at reunions were fakes, one reporter had noted that “the very suggestion that there are frauds among them is painful.” The reporter only reluctantly concluded, “It would be safe to wager a dollar against a doughnut that if Mosby’s men were pensionable the pension agents could find a thousand of them out of the original eight hundred.”97

      In April 1865 shots rang out along the northern border of Davidson County, North Carolina, as a detail of Michigan cavalrymen traded rounds with a Confederate skirmish line. Sent to find horses to replace their exhausted mounts, the Michiganders had found themselves cut off from their unit’s encampment. Seeking a way around the Confederate forces, the men asked a passing farmer for directions. The farmer found himself in a position to contribute directly to the Union cause for the first time since the war began—a service he gladly provided, having long suffered under Confederate governance. He directed the soldiers on how to bypass the enemy position, but as no good deed goes unpunished, the Union troopers commandeered the helpful man’s horse and “fired at the Confederate soldiers several times” before riding off. Whether the shots hit their marks remains unknown, but anyone who died did so needlessly; though word had not yet reached North Carolina, Robert E. Lee had surrendered the day before.98

      Thus, as the Confederacy took its last breath, the US Army finally arrived in Davidson County. The war, of course, had been there for much longer. Since 1861, Confederate loyalists had fought an “inner war” in the Piedmont of North Carolina against anti-Confederate dissenters. Characterized by robberies, arsons, death threats, and bushwhacking, violence steadily increased over the course of the war. Local citizens, including the farmer who had helped the troops, covertly fed deserters and hid escaped Union prisoners, while bands of deserters, recusant conscripts (the nineteenth-century equivalent to draft dodgers), and other dissenters openly resisted Confederate authority. In 1863, a regiment of Confederate regulars sent to suppress resistance had scoured the woods in northern Davidson County, hunting for deserters.99 Over the course of two months, the unit helped capture at least three thousand deserters, while others died resisting. In March 1865, Lee dispatched a battalion of sharpshooters from his already-strained Army of Northern Virginia, again to suppress dissension. The unit, consisting of local men, summarily executed five dissenters in Forsyth County to the north, then sent fifty more captives back to the front lines.100

      The helpful farmer, Samuel D. Yokley—the father of the same David Yokley who received a pension despite deserting after one month of service—would belatedly be reimbursed for his horse after submitting a claim to the Southern Claims Commission. The commission, created in 1871, allowed loyal southerners to receive compensation for property that federal forces commandeered for the war effort. Commissioners examined written testimonies as well as wartime documents to determine whether a claimant had really remained loyal to the Union throughout the entire war, a key condition for compensation.101 The federal government set the standard for loyalty extremely high, and any aid given to the Confederacy, even if the alternative had been death or bodily harm, could result in rejection. Fortunately for the Yokley family, the federal government approved Samuel Yokley’s claim in 1878, and he entered the history books as a certified Unionist. Within a generation, however, members of the family would largely reject their Unionist identity and portray themselves as staunch Confederates.

      The embrace of the Lost Cause by former dissenters was neither preordained nor inevitable. In the immediate aftermath of the war, numerous reasons existed to maintain the memory of dissent and create a cohesive Unionist identity. The Southern Claims Commission, bitterness over wartime mistreatment, and political fights pitting former Confederates against the Republican Party all encouraged the creation of a Unionist identity. This identity, premised upon tales of principled Unionism, flourished during the 1870s in the North Carolina Piedmont.102

      During the 1860s and ’70s, powerful external forces encouraged dissenters to remember their opposition to the Confederacy as a product of patriotism. Though stronger Unionist sentiment had developed out of resentment toward the Confederacy, the patriotism and uncompromising support for the Union expressed in Southern Claims Commission claims was partially a product of the legal standards for proving loyalty. The commission’s enabling legislation ensured that claimants framed their resistance around their love of the Union when testifying. Because the government defined true Unionist resistance as being a product of patriotism, claimants’ answers stressed rigid political allegiances. Even the standardized list of questions for claimants highlighted specific motivations and actions. Encouraged by newspapers, politics, and pecuniary interests, a narrative of uncompromising Unionism, principled dissent, and patriotism became the standard means for describing dissenters’ resistance during Reconstruction.

      Yet this once widespread countermemory of dissent largely disappeared by the mid-twentieth century. The Yokley family’s history is suggestive as to why a robust Unionist counternarrative to the Lost Cause failed to take permanent root in the Piedmont. The complexity of wartime dissent hampered efforts to create a lasting shared memory of opposing the Confederacy. Basing an identity on a myth of uncompromising principle required extreme massaging of individual memories for many dissenters. By contrast, the Lost Cause and memories of a Solid South proved a powerful narrative for contemporary needs. In this context, it was frequently easier to forget the myriad reasons for dissent than to remember their complexities. Ultimately, however, the collective amnesia that North Carolinians like the Yokley family experienced was not solely a product of former Confederates chiefly writing their history; rather, former dissenters actively contributed to the erasure of dissent from the dominant narratives of the Civil War.103

      Neither the most transparent opportunist nor most self-effacing claimant, Samuel Yokley provides a window into the motives, means, and memories of dissent during the postbellum era. At first glance, one might expect Yokley to have been a secessionist from the start of the war. Already a prosperous famer in 1860, the forty-five-year-old owned multiple farms and held stock in the North Carolina Railroad. He was invested in the South’s peculiar institution as the owner of fourteen enslaved people.104 Nevertheless, Yokley, a prewar Whig, vocally opposed secession because he correctly believed that it would result in the end of slavery. Thus his family belonged to that substantial portion of the Piedmont’s population that remained unconvinced of the need for a new nation.

      His opinion of the Confederacy only diminished over time, exacerbated by his wartime experience.105 First, Confederate loyalists threatened to burn his farm “because [his] boys would not fight for the Confederacy and [he] protected them.” In addition to these threats of arson, Confederate troops also arrested Yokley three times. In the fall of 1863, for example, Captain John Gilmer of the 21st North Carolina arrested Yokley in an attempt to force his sons to return to service. Yokley, who was lightly dressed, later recalled how the Confederates “would not allow me to go home after my coat.” Following a cold night under arrest at a local school, Yokley refused to go any farther. According to Yokley, the twenty-two-year-old captain “ordered a portion of his men to shoot me; they immediately surrounded me and presented their guns at me.” Yokley called his bluff, telling the brash young officer, “If you kill me you will only have one old man out of the way.” After a few moments, the officer and his men marched off, leaving Yokley alone in the school. He was lucky; the 21st North Carolina killed a number of dissenters during their sweep of the Piedmont for deserters. Yokley’s experiences clearly intensified his allegiance to the Union. As this case suggests, however, conscription and the subsequent Confederate harassment of recusant conscripts, deserters, and their families may have created more “Union men” than any other act of the Confederate government, including secession.106

      Samuel Yokley testified using the language of patriotism, but close examination of his testimony reveals that family and self-interest were at least as important to his resistance. Yokley’s third arrest resulted in a revealing conversation regarding the roots of his resistance. After a night in the Forsyth County courthouse “without anything to eat,” he was dragged before an enrolling officer, who announced his intent to enroll one of the farmer’s younger sons. Yokley declared that his son “did not belong to the Confederate service [as] he was 16 years of age” and threatened to “spend the last dollar, the last nigger & the last horse before they should have him.” As Yokley made clear to the officer, protection of his family was central to his resistance. Upon learning that Yokley owned slaves, the enrollment officer asked the farmer why he failed to support the Confederacy. Yokley indignantly replied “that I had lived under the Government of the United States; & it’s Constitution & Government had always protected me and my property.”107 His resistance thus appears to have largely evolved not from blind patriotism but rather from a strategic consideration of what would best serve his family.

      Although Yokley would give anything for his son’s safety, he was less willing to give his last dollar, slave, or horse to the Union. In fact, the day after the federal cavalrymen took his horse, Yokley attempted to protest to the unit’s commander and retrieve his animal, but the troops left the area before he reached their encampment.108 Still, the constant harassment and mistreatment he had suffered at the hands of Confederate authorities ensured that by 1865, Yokley identified more strongly with the Union than the Confederacy. Ideology and loyalty are always fluid, and there were limits to the Yokleys’ love of the flag as well as tangible reasons for their allegiance to the Union. For Samuel Yokley, his wartime political loyalties remained first and foremost about protecting his sons and secondly preserving his property.

      A sense of patriotism almost certainly helped motivate the Yokleys’ opposition to the Confederacy, but self-interest determined the manner of dissent and level of resistance. Unlike some dissenters who attacked the farms of secessionists and Home Guard officers to intimidate them, the Yokleys sought to avoid conflict.109 For most of the war, the Yokleys’ resistance consisted of avoiding service and helping others do the same. The family never attacked the Confederate war effort directly by cutting a rail line, burning a bridge, or attacking a supply wagon. That changed in 1864, however, when the Home Guard captured one of Yokley’s sons and the others took up arms. The goal of their raid on Confederate authorities was not to bring about the fall of the Confederacy, though the perpetrators eagerly awaited its demise. Rather, the Yokleys went to rescue their kin.110 Dissenters like the Yokleys often avoided conflict with Confederates, only taking up arms to protect themselves and their family members.

      A narrative of uncompromising Unionism ignored the complexity of dissent and failed to adequately contain the wartime reality many dissenters experienced. When Andrew Yokley, Samuel’s brother, submitted a claim to the Southern Claims Commission, he declared, “I did all that I could for the cause. I kept out of the army.” Keeping out of the army was apparently about all Andrew Yokley felt he could do, as he first hired a substitute and then hauled wood for the railroad so as to be exempt from conscription. Only when that exemption became too costly did Yokley join his nephews hiding in the woods. Even his reasons for joining the anti-Confederate secret society, the Heroes of America, seems passive and self-defensive in nature. He later recalled how the Piedmont-wide organization “was a protection for Union men, there was nothing bad or murderous about it.” Serving on a detail hauling wood for the Confederate railroads or paying for a substitute had in no way been antithetical to joining the Heroes of America. The Heroes never actively attacked the Confederate war effort as a guerrilla organization, and many members of the Heroes likely opposed conscription more than the Confederacy itself.111 Andrew’s contention that not fighting and helping others on the run proved his loyalty was unconvincing to the commissioners, who felt that he should have taken to the woods earlier.

      Dissenters’ experiences resisting the Confederacy were as varied as their motivations. Unlike former Confederate soldiers who shared memories of battle and fighting for the Lost Cause, dissenters had trouble fashioning an analogous shared experience. Members of the Yokley family, for example, dissented and avoided military service in a variety of ways. During the first year of the war, many families like the Yokleys, less supportive of the Confederacy, went about their lives with relatively few major disruptions. The advent of conscription in 1862, however, often pushed even the most ambivalent citizen into taking a stand on the war. Too old to serve himself, Samuel Yokley watched as the Confederacy conscripted two of his six sons, as well as his younger brother. As already noted, all three deserted and returned home to hide in the woods. In the latter part of the war, a fourth son became a recusant conscript, joining his brothers in the woods. Another of Samuel’s sons, who had left home for Missouri before the war, fought in the US Army. The Yokley family, then, included deserters, recusant conscripts, detailed workers, and a Union volunteer. All of these individuals considered themselves and each other “Union men,” and their community largely agreed during and after the war.112

      Local definitions within the South of what made someone a Unionist varied greatly from the federal government’s standard. Though the government required unwavering conviction, the actual claimants throughout the 1870s insisted that dissenters of all sorts were actually Unionists. While the government deemed Andrew Yokley disloyal, denying his claim, Samuel Yokley considered his brother to be a Union man, asking Andrew to testify as a witness for his own successful claim. Indeed, previously denied claimants frequently provided testimony for their neighbors’ approved claims and vice versa. Mapping the social networks of individuals identified as Unionists within the claims records shows that approved claimants considered many of their neighbors, even those with denied claims, to have been true Union men.113

      North Carolina’s postwar Unionist identity was built with unstable foundations. A dependency on patriotic motivations and divided communities instead of shared experiences created inherent weaknesses within white Unionist memory. This memory was premised on maintaining divisions within the white community. By contrast, the Lost Cause depended on racial divisions being maintained. Indeed, almost all southern whites were welcome to share in the glories of the Lost Cause, while to be a white Unionist required uncompromising devotion to the flag and persecution by other white southerners. According to the Lost Cause narrative, most white dissenters had not even dissented; deserters left to provide for their family, work details provided important material support for a fight against overwhelming odds, and even fighting for the Union still proved one’s manhood.114 Recusant conscripts and galvanized Yankees remained the only categories that failed to have a place in the Lost Cause narrative, and these could be overlooked by simply ignoring them. In the end, a white Unionist memory failed to sustain a usable counternarrative to the Lost Cause. Thus, the Yokleys embraced Unionist or Confederate identities when convenient and when it paid. The family’s history implies that attempts to use a narrative of dissent based on Unionism to create a postwar identity for political organization may have been inherently weaker than Democratic appeals to white supremacy and monetary spoils.

      Jeffrey Vogel has argued that federal pensions were a “key political issue through which Northerners and Southerners negotiated the terms of reconciliation.”115 In a similar way, state pensions in North Carolina helped bring about reunion within divided southern communities. In turning former Unionists into ex-Confederates, pensions helped ensure that wartime enmities between white southerners were not passed on to future generations by motivating dissenters to forget (at least publicly) their anti-Confederate experiences. In essence, pensions helped heal communities that had been divided by war by helping to create a memory of a Solid South where “white southerner” was analogous to “Confederate.” But there was a cost to reconciliation and this healing of divisions: alternative identities, political allegiances, and historical narratives that had previously rationalized supporting a biracial Republican Party were all sacrificed.

      Pensions served those devoted to white supremacy by venerating Confederate service, rewarding racial solidarity, and creating heroes of white supremacy as well as a memory of a Solid South. As many historians have pointed out, the resurgence in Confederate memory from 1890 to 1920—demonstrated by both the erection of Confederate monuments and the issuing of pensions—corresponded to the rise of Jim Crow. Increasingly, Confederate memory worked to unite whites along racial lines celebrating the honor and bravery of the white race; pensions for nearly any veteran allowed every old man to be remembered heroically. In the context of these developments, Unionist memory simply failed to remain useful. Dependent upon a memory of division and persecution, thus dividing neighbors and even families, an anti-Confederate identity ceased to serve present needs. As the number of former dissenters decreased due to death and emigration, Democratic politicians, too young to have fought, presumably became more politically acceptable than their ex-Confederate predecessors for whom dissenters had refused to vote. With the end of the Southern Claims Commission and the introduction of Confederate pensions, even the earlier monetary incentives to celebrate dissent were replaced by new motivations to proclaim a Confederate affiliation.116 Thus, in the early twentieth century, family replaced principle as the profitable explanation for desertion. The monetary incentives as well as the social capital being a veteran brought were more powerful than a memory of dissent.

      Dissenters were not passive in the creation of an amnesia of dissent. Pensions encouraged the forgetting of dissent even among those who spent the war challenging Confederate authority, yet the pensioners had to apply. The same desire or need for money that had led dissenters to see dollar signs in staunch devotion to Union with the Southern Claims Commission now made some “forget” their past devotion to the Stars and Stripes. Thus former dissenters who had first shaped a Unionist identity into a political allegiance during Reconstruction actively participated in the erasure of dissent from popular memory after the turn of the century.

      The Yokley family was not unique—other Davidson County deserters transformed themselves in the public eye from anti-Confederate dissenters to Unionists and then to Confederates in less than a generation. In 1866, when asking Union forces to retrieve his property taken by the Home Guard members who had hunted him as a deserter, Burgess L. Gallimore portrayed himself as “loyal.”117 Yet when he applied for a Confederate pension in 1914, he failed to mention his loyalty to the Union, his two desertions, or his eventual defection to Union forces. Instead, his pension would come to be seen as a badge of loyalty and devotion to the Confederacy. When he died in 1921, the local newspaper remembered Gallimore as a “highly respected Veteran.” Other deserters were similarly remembered in obituaries.118 Their embrace of the Lost Cause ensured that Confederate service became a key piece of how these men were remembered.

      Whereas recalling desertion as an act of loyalty to the Union could pay financial dividends in the 1870s, Confederate pensions provided widespread monetary and social incentives to forget desertion in the early twentieth century. John Crouch is among the most surprising of Davidson County pensioners. Crouch and his brother Augustin were drafted into the 48th North Carolina in 1862. In May of the next year, after both had received wounds, they deserted and returned home. They were arrested and returned to Virginia, where Augustin was executed in January 1864. John deserted to Union lines shortly thereafter, took the oath of allegiance, and spent the rest of the war in Philadelphia. His subsequent leadership in the Moravian Church did not keep him from requesting a pension that he should not have been eligible to receive.119 Crouch’s revising of his personal past for a pension may have been part of a broader rewriting of the past by his family. His brother’s gravestone inaccurately proclaims Augustin as a volunteer and makes no mention of execution, though it does note that he “died near Orange Co. VA.”120 The fact that even conscripts and deserters with the weakest of war records could be recalled as devoted volunteers helped fabricate a memory of a Solid South where all whites supported the Confederacy.

      The memory of Samuel Yokley’s oldest son, Andrew, presents a striking example of the family’s anti-Confederate roots being forgotten. Andrew J. Yokley had moved west in 1860. He entered federal service in 1862 and was killed in an ambush by Confederate guerrillas while carrying dispatches in Arkansas two years later. The family had not known of his enlistment or death in US service until after the war, as they were unable to communicate across the lines. Still, Samuel Yokley eventually collected his son’s back pay, and in 1884, his wife applied for her son’s pension, at which time loyalty to the Union still paid. In her pension application, she proclaimed that her family had been “loyal to the union through the war.”121 The pension was initially denied, and it took six years’ worth of correspondence and additional evidence to finally start receiving twelve dollars a month. However, the monetary incentive to remember Andrew’s service and sacrifice disappeared with his mother’s death in 1904.

      Today, the Yokley family apparently has no memory of how their ancestor fought against the Confederacy. By 1982, an amateur genealogist tracing the family’s heritage believed that Andrew died “of a pistol wound reportedly inflicted by Jesse James while working with the Pony express.” The Pony Express ceased operation in 1861, years before Andrew actually died and while Jesse James was barely fourteen. Instead of celebrating Andrew’s devotion to the Union and his military service within the US Army, the family created a heroic story that entirely disconnected his death from the war.122

      The creation and ultimate failure of Unionist counternarratives remains an under-studied topic, but it has the potential to change our understanding of the war. Scholars still occasionally use the term “South” interchangeably with the Confederacy and “southerner” with Confederate supporter, ignoring a substantial portion of the population, white and black, that played a crucial role in both the war and in Reconstruction. Some southern whites and many African Americans contested the rise of the Lost Cause myth with their own countermemories. Seen vividly in the Southern Claims Commission records and Reconstruction-era election campaigns, the myth of the Solid South did not take hold immediately after Appomattox. It had to be created. In the decades that followed, communities remained divided. Wartime loyalties and memories of the war helped shape a disordered society, and many southerners, black and white, refused to be labeled as supporters of the Confederacy in the immediate aftermath of the war.

      As historians increasingly look at the history of Unionism, desertion, and dissent, studies of historical memory present a unique opportunity to understand the nature of dissent. Examining these southerners’ memories of the war not only provides insight into why Unionism was forgotten but also displays the complexity of competing wartime loyalties. Indeed, the ease with which the Yokleys forgot old loyalties forces us to question how constituent dissent was to both the family’s postwar and wartime identities. If nothing else, the prevalence of pension fraud should demonstrate that North Carolina’s pension records can be a risky proposition for scholars wanting to know about the actual conflict.

      Ignoring pension fraud and celebrating pensioners as model citizens helped impart the Lost Cause to future generations in a subtler way than monuments and speeches. In a cyclic manner, pension fraud served to reinforce the Lost Cause narrative by creating a memory of near unanimous and unflagging support for the Confederacy. This in turn provided fertile ground for swindlers by removing an expectation that there were deserters who might apply for pensions. Like tales of heroics at Gettysburg, pension fraud helped transform ex-Confederates from failed rebels who might be considered traitors into patriotic white American heroes. Pension fraud played a minor part of the Lost Cause’s creation, but the amnesia of dissent it facilitated was necessary to create a memory of a solid white South full of heroic gray-clad soldiers, unwavering in their support for the Confederacy. As the next generation came of age, its members saw pensioners as evidence of a past full of heroic Confederates, without deserters or dissent. In this way, fraud helped provide a mythic past that white southerners could celebrate and use to justify their political hegemony.
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      Playing the Faithful Slave

      Pensions for Ex-Slaves and Free People of Color, 1905–1951

      The CSS Curlew sank quickly. A shell crashed through the deck of the sidewheel steamer and continued downward, puncturing her hull. Her crew drove her toward shore in a desperate attempt to ground her before she sank. They managed to run her aground directly in front of the Confederacy’s Fort Forrest, a seven-gun floating battery consisting of a set of barges anchored along the shore. The Curlew had entered the battle intending to support Fort Forrest and nearby Fort Bartow as they attempted to repulse the US Navy and Army from landing on Roanoke Island. Instead, the Curlew ended up masking the Confederate battery and taking its seven cannon out of the fight as well. Both the ship and the battery were eventually burned to prevent their capture.

      In an 1883 account of the battle, the captain of the CSS Beaufort remembered that the Curlew’s Captain Thomas “Tornado” Hunter had found himself pantsless at the end of the intense battle. How he received his nickname is not entirely clear, but the Beaufort’s captain claimed that Hunter was “very excitable,” citing his wardrobe malfunction as one example. Indeed, the underdressed commander reportedly could not offer an explanation for how his pants blew off.1

      The Battle of Roanoke Island was a minor battle rarely recalled today, but it provides an excellent example of how narratives can be crafted. What a historian stresses in his or her narrative changes interpretations. Some scholars might see Hunter as a brilliant commander attempting to save his ship to fight another day. One might even dismiss the story about the missing pants as a postwar joke, as even the Beaufort’s captain recalled Hunter as a gallant officer. While it is plausible that the story was made up, perhaps there was a kernel of truth in this account of a captain who cannot even manage to keep his pants on during battle.

      An alternate interpretation of the sinking of the Curlew is that Hunter’s command was incompetent. This retelling replaces “Tornado” Hunter’s gallantry with a brash, disorganized captain. A single “shot or shell” went through the ship’s hull. Unable to deal with a single hole, the “very excitable” Hunter fled the battle, shouting incoherently to nearby ships, perhaps in a near panic.2 His overreaction resulted in his taking both the ship and Fort Forrest out of the action prematurely. Indeed, considering that Hunter beached his ship so close that the Confederate forces could not burn the Curlew for fear that it would ignite the wooden base of the fort, perhaps Hunter was lucky not to have crashed into the fort instead. This alternate retelling of the story is likely unfair to Hunter. In truth, the ship was probably sinking quickly; archeological investigations indicate that the ship’s inferior construction meant that a single round drove out an entire hull plate.3 Still, Hunter’s decision to come so close to Fort Forrest remains questionable.

      Whatever the truth, somehow, the loss of the Curlew became a heroic event in postwar retellings instead of an example of Confederate naval incompetence. Just as historians can craft divergent narratives using different emphasis and order, various memories of the past are constructed by selective remembrance and by stressing particular aspects of the past.

      The Curlew provides a second example of historical “spin” that borders on outright fabrication. During the Battle of Roanoke Island, the Curlew’s pilot, Eli Williamson, had his right arm broken by the shattered wheel of the ship.4 Like many civilian sailors, Williamson was pressed into service, and like other veterans, he received a pension from the state of North Carolina as an elderly man. Nothing in Williamson’s story seems surprising except for one major fact: Williamson was not white.

      Williamson was a free person of color when the war started. As a black man who was not enslaved, the pilot occupied a liminal space, neither enslaved nor citizen. In 1905 Williamson became one of the first African Americans to receive a Civil War pension from the state of North Carolina. Though likely the earliest such pensioner, he would not be the last.5 In the twenty years following Williamson’s pension, the North Carolina General Assembly granted a small number of pensions to individual African Americans with private bills.6 Then, in 1927, two and a half decades after liberalizing pension eligibility for veterans, the state authorized the pension bureau to begin formally accepting applications from African Americans for a new type of pension. These “Class B” pensions were not for soldiers but for free people of color and ex-slaves who had worked during the war as body servants or laborers, often building fortifications for the Confederacy. Williamson, as one of the first nonwhite North Carolinians to get a pension, was rare, as he actually qualified under the original pension act for his impressed service within the Confederate navy. He was also unique from the other pensioners this chapter discusses in that his labor was on a ship.

      Williamson was a pathbreaker in presenting himself as a happy and obedient black man in order to gain a pension and other material rewards. Upon his death in 1915, he was remembered in North Carolina newspapers as “a follower of the Southern Confederacy,” but was his loyalty sincere? Some local whites accepted him as such. A year earlier, a local newspaper claimed that “he still remained loyal to the South till the end of the war.”7 At first glance, it appears that a true “black Confederate” soldier—a black Confederate volunteer—might have been discovered. Indeed, Williamson has been cited as such by neo-Confederate writers.8 Digging deeper, however, reveals a different story.

      Though he portrayed himself as a loyal Confederate to white southerners when he was an elderly man, Williamson had not always claimed to support the Confederacy. Like Samuel Yokley in the previous chapter, Williamson also submitted a claim with the Southern Claims Commission, in his case for a horse and cart taken by Union raiders in July 1863. The claims commission determined whether southerners who claimed they remained loyal during the war deserved reimbursement for property taken by Union troops. One of Williamson’s witnesses, Benjamin Weston, recalled in his 1874 supporting testimony that Williamson, “like all his race, was loyal to the government of the United States.”9 The claim was approved with almost no investigation, as a decade after the war, the commissioners could not yet imagine black Confederates.

      Despite his earlier claim of loyalty to the Union, Williamson’s work as a pilot was presented as evidence of loyalty to the Confederacy in the early twentieth century. In 1914, the Albemarle Observer printed an appeal to white North Carolinians for donations to support the elderly Williamson. By then in his nineties and having moved to Washington, DC—which meant he lost his state pension—Williamson and his white advocates presented the former pilot as a “faithful old darkey” who remained on the Curlew due to his loyalty to the Confederacy. George Withy, a white ship captain who authored the appeal for donations, pointed out that “after the Battle of Roanoke Island this old darkey could have gone over to the Federals in the capacity of Pilot” but did not, “preferring to remain loyal to his friends and the South.” Not surprisingly, the article did not dwell on the fact that Williamson avoided returning to the Confederate navy after his arm healed. How many North Carolinians sent contributions is unknown. Williamson, however, was playing a role that other free people of color and former enslaved people used to advance economically and socially: that of the loyal black southerner.10

      White southerners saw a use for an individual like Williamson in their defense of segregation and white supremacy and crafted a memory of the pilot accordingly. After his death, the white southern press erased any hint that his service might have been involuntary. In 1915, multiple southern newspapers republished his Washington, DC, obituary, but they all tellingly left out one line from the original: “The Confederates kept a strict guard over Williamson until the close of the war.”11 Recounting Williamson as serving only under duress would have undermined claims of widespread black loyalty to the Confederacy. Indeed, Williamson’s obituary in the Albemarle Observer even claimed that “he remained loyal to the South and received a small pension from his state, and in the end was given an honorable discharge from the Confederate States navy.”12

      Williamson was not a volunteer and never received a discharge. He was almost certainly impressed along with the Curlew, a civilian steam ship on which he had served as chief pilot before the war, ferrying passengers between Edenton, Hertford, Elizabeth City, and Nags Head. Williamson’s familiarity with both Albemarle Sound and the ship meant that he remained on board as a skilled pilot after the Confederacy transformed the civilian transport into a gunboat. If any emotion kept Williamson on board willingly, it was likely his attachment to the ship; in the 1850s, he had named his daughter Curlew.13

      Examining how he navigated a world where his skin tone put him at a material disadvantage might lead us to think that Williamson had no loyalties at all. Previously overlooked evidence makes it clear that he had little sympathy for the Confederacy. Though both Williamson and white southerners presented him as a loyal Confederate when convenient, Williamson’s family recalled him differently. His daughter Seabird, also named after a ship he piloted, later recalled that “although working for the Confederacy, he helped many Union soldiers, and some Confederate general remarked, ‘If it hadn’t been for the damn pilot, we’d have won the war.’”14 While it seems doubtful that any general said such a thing, hyperbole aside, the oral tradition within the family of undermining the Confederacy raises questions about Williamson’s wartime conduct. Indeed, it is tempting to imagine that Williamson might still have been steering the Curlew when it inauspiciously grounded in front of a Confederate battery taking those additional guns out of action. Sadly, whether he stayed at his post after his arm was broken during the battle remains unknown.

      Whatever the truth about Williamson, pensions for people of color forced to work for the Confederacy have been used since their issuance to buttress the Lost Cause and ideologies of white supremacy. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Class B pension applications for former slaves and free people of color began to be cited as proof that there were “black Confederate” soldiers serving alongside their masters. Presenting Confederates as racial progressives who accepted black soldiers as equals, this modern misinterpretation claims that black Confederates “prove” white southerners were not racist because their slaves fought alongside them. The depiction of the Confederacy as some sort of post-racial utopia where happy slaves took up arms in defense of their homes and were treated as equals to their white counterparts is simply not based on reality. While there may have been some African Americans in the South who identified with the Confederacy in some manner for a variety of socioeconomic, psychological, and personal reasons, the numbers were clearly smaller than some neo-Confederates would like to believe, and Eli Williamson was not among them.

      The goal of this chapter is not to disprove every example of an African American helping the Confederacy. War and humans are complex, and so were the relations between southerners. I merely aim to shine light on how narratives were crafted, what purpose these narratives served, and what pensions actually represented at the time they were issued. In doing so, however, I discovered no evidence of “black Confederates” serving alongside white soldiers. Quite the opposite: like other historians, I discovered ample evidence that Confederate soldiers, leaders, and official policy opposed the introduction of black soldiers and that black Confederates are a creation of the late twentieth century. As discussed in this chapter and the next, I found that examples of African Americans cited to show black southerners supporting the Confederacy frequently reveal the opposite: enslaved southerners yearned to be free but occasionally presented themselves as loyal slaves retroactively. Neither black nor white North Carolinians of the Civil War generation believed there had been black Confederate troops during the conflict.

      Like Confederate soldiers who accepted African American laborers but rejected the prospect of black soldiers, the white southerners who designed the pension system wanted it clear that ex-slave pensions were not equal to those for white veterans. In fact, Class B pensioners and stories about faithful slaves were cited as proof that a racial hierarchy had existed peacefully before and should continue to endure. As historians have pointed out, during the early twentieth century, “memories of loyal, faithful slaves would serve as a model for the ‘proper’ postwar racial order in the age of Jim Crow, disenfranchisement, and lynching.” Stories about the benevolence of slavery were used to argue that whites should be in charge, races were unequal, and that even many slaves had agreed with the principles of white supremacy. In the early twentieth century, tales of loyal slaves aided white southerners in defending segregation and inequality by blaming racial strife on northern interference.15

      Despite the seemingly contradictory nature of these two interpretations, the modern myth of black Confederate soldiers emerged from the older fabrications and misrepresentations of happy slaves. Indeed, accounts of thousands of black Confederates defending the South are “best understood as extensions of the loyal slave narrative.”16 As representations of simpleminded blacks who were loyal to their masters failed to fit in a world that increasingly rejected the overt rhetoric of white supremacy, these tales evolved to defend the memory of the Confederacy in new ways. What began as a celebration of slaves’ loyalty to their masters became a memory of slaves devoted to the Confederacy before evolving into myths about slaves actively fighting for the Confederacy. These shifts took place over decades, but the introduction of Class B pensions was a crucial step in this evolution.

      In many ways, these pensions were part of symbiotic relationships premised on individuals fashioning new narratives of their own pasts. Both the recipients of these pensions and the white politicians who issued them gained something from the monetary exchange. For African Americans, pensions provided money, social standing, and access to perks usually reserved for whites. For white North Carolinians, pensions gave them an example to which they could point of what a good African American looked like, a powerful piece of evidence to defend the memory of the Confederacy, and a tool to maintain a system of white supremacy in the South.

      Those who issued the pensions to the formerly enslaved would be shocked at recent attempts to present nonwhite pensioners on an equal footing with Confederate soldiers. Officials in charge of granting pensions did not see ex-slaves and servants as full soldiers worthy of the same rewards as white soldiers. For starters, while soldiers’ widows were eligible for pensions, Class B pensions could not be transferred upon a pensioner’s death. When the widow of John Gilmer, a former body servant from Forsyth County, requested a pension, the state auditor rejected her application, noting that “the legislature really intended the pension for the deserving colored men who went with their masters to the war, but the pension stops with them.”17 Indeed, a similar 1932 rejection to another Forsyth County widow noted that no widow of an African American could ever be eligible for a pension, “as there were no negro soldiers in the Confederate Army.”18

      African American pensioners’ unequal treatment provides clear evidence of how these pensions were understood at the time. Unlike the expansions of pensions for white veterans in 1901 and 1903, there were few surviving men eligible to apply when Class B pensions were finally authorized in 1927, sixty-two years after the war ended. In 1928, only seventy-four of those “who in 1861–65 followed their masters” were reportedly receiving checks from North Carolina.19 Fewer than two hundred black North Carolinians ever applied for Class B pensions.20 Moreover, pensions for African Americans were also smaller than those given to white veterans, reinforcing Jim Crow–era social norms. In the 1930s, a North Carolina veteran would receive around $365 a year, a disabled widow $300, and an able-bodied widow (called a Class B widow) $100 a year. Servants’ pensions were valued at $200 a year, which was actually a generous amount compared to some other states.21

      North Carolina was not unique in providing smaller pensions for former slaves and free people of color that reinforced racial inequality. By 1927, four other states had passed similar laws providing pensions to former slaves who remained faithful to their Confederate owners when taken off to war.22 In South Carolina, the maximum pensions for a servant was legally capped at twenty-five dollars annually, but in reality, even less was paid. In 1928, for example, an ex-slave could expect to receive $11 annually, while a white veteran might expect as much as $175, depending on his disability. South Carolina’s white widows received an annual minimum of $110 and as much as $123, while widows of ex-slaves, being ineligible for a pension, received nothing.23

      These pensions held up a worldview that African Americans deserved and required less than whites (and were happy about it) while simultaneously promulgating nostalgia for a time when blacks happily did whatever they were told for little or no pay.24 While today these pensions are often cited to imply that the Confederacy was a place of racial harmony due to its commitment to equality, at the time they were issued, these pensions sent the opposite message: that racial harmony was premised on African Americans’ acceptance of inequality. The lower payment, later authorization, lack of widows’ pensions, and even the name made clear that the recipients of Class B pensions were considered a lower class of pensioners than Confederate veterans.

      North Carolina pension authorities treated these pensions as secondary even in the manner in which they dealt with the paperwork. Unlike with widows’ and soldiers’ pensions, the state failed to produce standardized forms that fit the experiences of the formerly enslaved, leaving them to use the form designed for former soldiers.25 In part, this was because there were so few applications, but it meant that county clerks were forced to modify existing forms for the small number of applicants. Despite using a form for soldiers, white officials filling out paperwork often made clear that they did not view these applicants as soldiers.26 One clerk handwrote two words at the top of a form to turn “Soldier’s Application For Pension” into “Soldier’s Body Servant’s Application for Pension.”27 The legislatures authorizing pensions similarly did not see these men as soldiers; Tennessee’s law creating similar pensions was entitled “A Bill to Pension Negro Cooks and Servants,” making clear the pensions were for noncombat services.28

      A 1904 proposal to strike 318 African Americans from the pension roll in Mississippi, the one state that provided ex-slave pensions in the late nineteenth century, provides insight into how former slaves forced to work for the Confederacy were viewed. A Raleigh newspaper noted that black pensioners were cut because the state’s limited funding for pensions was spread too thinly due to aging veterans; as former slaves “did not serve as soldiers” and it was wrong to cut the pensions of “those who saw actual service,” African American pensioners must lose their pensions first, the paper explained. Even those who objected to the removal of black pensioners from the rolls noted that the money was for slaves of Confederate veterans and not black soldiers.29

      To use pension documents to argue that slaves were Confederate soldiers ignores the context and content of the documents. Indeed, of the eighty-three Class B pensioners on the 1929 pension rolls, not one was listed as a soldier. Seventy received pensions as servants, ten as laborers, two as cooks, and one as a teamster. Even the specific application files commonly cited as evidence of black Confederates often show that white officials in the 1920s did not consider black pensioners to be former soldiers worthy of the same treatment given to veterans. When the state legislature granted a pension to the blind Elisha Howard through a private act in 1925, the Randolph County clerk of the court tasked with completing the necessary paperwork found himself confused. He left so many blanks on a standardized form designed for veterans that the application was returned for correction. The clerk had been unable to add a company, regiment, and enlistment date because the man had never enlisted. The clerk returned the corrected form to the state auditor, explaining that he “had the Blanks filled as best I could” but that “I do not understand how [the legislature] got the negro on [the] pension roll.”30

      Despite being for African Americans, Class B pensions still served to defend white supremacy. As Elna Green has pointed out, Confederate pensions “buttressed white supremacy” and “provided governmental financial support to the Lost Cause movement.”31 Pensions for slaves also supported the Lost Cause, providing the superficial appearance of a loyal (albeit silent and inferior) black population that accepted and supported a racial hierarchy putting whites, specifically those who fought for the Confederacy, on top. Quite the opposite of equality, these pensions recognized only former slaves who had stayed “in their place” below whites on the social ladder. These pensions cost little to the state governments, and as Green points out, they “allowed southern whites to celebrate the loyalty of the South’s slaves, further illustrating the precepts of the Lost Cause.”32

      Of course, a belief that slavery was benevolent was not based on reality. Slavery was an exploitive system premised on violence. But that was not how white southerners wished to remember it, so they fabricated an old South full of happy slaves. In 1941, the great critic of southern culture, journalist W. J. Cash, already recognized that white southerners’ need to write a positive past was driven by the present. In his magnum opus, The Mind of the South, Cash wrote that “the South’s perpetual need for justifying its career, and the will to shut away more effectually the vision of its mounting hate and brutality toward the black man” led to a nostalgia for a past that never existed. Cash felt that this nostalgia was driven by current concerns about criticisms of Jim Crow both from within the South and from outside the region. He argued that southern whites felt that “the Old South must be made not only the happy country but the happy country especially for the Negro.” An erasure of the lash, of violence, and of unhappy African Americans was accomplished, according to Cash, by “one part fact and three parts fiction and the black man’s miming, which subsisted in their minds under the denomination of the Good Negro.”33 Cash’s depiction of the southern white mind may be the best way to understand one purpose these pensions served: they provided a real-life “Good Negro” as proof of the Lost Cause’s validity.

      It is no surprise that with one exception, the states that passed laws allowing pensions for African Americans did so in the 1920s, after Jim Crow was firmly established. These pensions were meant to reward African Americans who maintained a subservient role, as pensioners were used as real-life male equivalents of their fictional female contemporary, “Mammy.”34 The stereotype of the sweet black housekeeper was immortalized on the silver screen by Hattie McDaniel in Gone with the Wind, but the caricature had older roots, going back to the era of slavery. Not surprisingly, at the same time as these pensions were debated and authorized, the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) attempted to build a national monument to the black mammy. The NAACP and other African American activists objected to this plan to place upon the landscape a stone statement that black women were meant to work as domestic help.35

      Class B pensions served a contemporary political purpose in defending institutionalized racism in the South. As early as 1907, a resolution adopted by some Confederate veterans in Raleigh declared that pensioning the few remaining faithful slaves would “refute the theories held in some parts of the country that Southern white people hate their black fellow-citizens because of their color.” These “theories” were based on the ongoing racial violence, disenfranchisement, and oppression occurring in North Carolina.36 Once pensions were authorized, southern boosters followed through and used them to defend Jim Crow. In 1937, Alamance County’s Burlington Daily Times-News celebrated the existence of black pensioners, stating outright that their existence “should blunt the edge of at least a part of the sectional rebuke which to this day stigmatizes Dixie as a region in which the Negro, under no circumstances, can receive justice.”37 The truth was that while justice was extremely hard to come by, a subservient, elderly, nonthreatening, obedient black man could in theory get a small semiannual payment by being perceived as a role model for other nonwhite people.

      Pensions for former servants who remained loyal were a cheap investment by white southerners wanting to defend their region from accusations of being “indifferent to the fate of the negro.” Despite the Daily Times-News’ erroneous claim that “many Negroes refused to accept emancipation,” as their “loyalty that was both brave and pathetic . . . refused to permit them to desert” their owners, the program found relatively few eligible pensioners. The small number of pensioners—exactly one in all of Alamance County—led the paper to assert that the scale of the program “does not in the least mar the spirit of such a gesture.” The numbers make it clear, however, that Class B pensions were not much of a gesture.38 Because there were so few black pensioners, the cost of providing welfare for former slaves was negligible. Just 1.6 percent of the state welfare provided to Alamance residents went to African Americans, while 98.4 percent went to white residents. In all, the state approved only around 121 pensions for African Americans. Statewide in 1928, these pensions accounted for 1 percent of pension expenditures, despite African Americans making up approximately 29 percent of the state’s population. And this was a high percentage compared to some other southern states.39

      South Carolina was even stingier. In that same year, black pensioners did not even receive one-half of 1 percent of the pensions paid out by state.40 Indeed, South Carolina amended its law authorizing slave pensions after just one year so that only “body servants or male camp cooks” from South Carolina who had served six months or more were eligible because too many people applied. This meant that laborers, teamsters, and trench diggers lost their eligibility. In 1924, the year after the reduction in eligibility, South Carolina appropriated $750,000 for white pensioners while setting aside $3,000 for black pensioners.41 Clearly, South Carolina’s leaders did not consider African American pensioners as equal to Confederate veterans.

      Not everyone welcomed the addition of black men to the pension rolls, and some ex-Confederates and white politicians opposed providing even the pittance being offered. Some veterans were infuriated about the inclusion of former slaves on the pension roles.42 In 1921, a North Carolina legislator objected to a special pension bill that put a single black man on the rolls while the “widow of a white Confederate soldier” was left off.43 Most Confederate veterans opposed any pensions for African Americans that might be viewed as equal to those of veterans. In 1901, controversy erupted in South Carolina when a former free person of color who served as a cook managed to get on the pension rolls, possibly because no one realized his race. One United Confederate Veterans camp unanimously adopted a resolution condemning this development, complaining that “free negroes are to be placed upon an equality with” white veterans.44 Another South Carolinian saw any pensions for African Americans as a threat to white supremacy, arguing, “It can easily be seen that if the gap is once let down and negroes allowed to share with the white soldiers in receiving a pension there is no telling where it will end. And to place our mess cooks on an equal footing with our white brothers . . . is a little more than I can stand.”45 The issue was not that a black man might get money, but that he might be perceived as equal to whites. Equal pensions for former slaves challenged the racial hierarchy of the Jim Crow South. One former Confederate made clear that he objected because the former cook “was not the equal of the white men for whom he cooked,” allowing that “a special law” might still be passed for exemplary former servants distinct from that rewarding Confederate veterans. The pension was revoked.46 Only after clearly establishing that these pensions were not equal to those for whites and ensuring that all deserving white applicants were already cared for would many former Confederates come to support them.

      These inferior pensions also reinforced white supremacy by perpetuating a myth of widespread loyal slaves. North Carolina newspapers abounded with articles recounting loyal slaves getting well-deserved pensions. Frequently, these stories spoke of the pensioners’ service during and after the war. Some stories included a former slave trying to remain in slavery after emancipation or taking care of a former mistress even though freed. One story recounted how a former slave only grudgingly accepted freedom because his master told him that he “had so much sense that he could make something out of himself.”47 Stories of loyal slaves were designed to make clear that African Americans were not suited to democracy and were happiest when disenfranchised and untroubled by such concerns.

      The remembrance of loyal slaves worked alongside other historical fabrications to uphold white supremacy. In a variety of ways, Class B pensions and accompanying anecdotes about slavery’s supposed benevolence supported claims that contemporary racial strife arose from outsider meddling during Reconstruction. As noted in earlier chapters, Confederate monument builder Julian Carr frequently juxtaposed happy slaves against an imagined Reconstruction full of corruption. In his speeches, Carr used this contrasting imagery to justify disenfranchisement, which he claimed would help return race relations to their happy antebellum norm. For example, he claimed that during Reconstruction, “the enfranchisement of the ignorant negroes now bore its fruit. They became, under the influence of the Freedman’s Bureau, in many sections, a menace to social order.”48 In the worldview that Carr propagated, disenfranchisement corrected a mistake. Implicitly, and at times explicitly, Lost Cause proponents made the point that southern whites should be left to govern their own affairs, as they knew what was best for all southerners, white and black.

      Though neo-Confederates have used Class B pensions and tales of loyal slaves to try to refute slavery as the cause of the war, this was not the case in the 1920s. Indeed, stories of loyal slaves were one of the few places where Lost Cause boosters could easily admit the truth. For example, in recounting the tale of George Mills, who brought his owner’s body home after the Battle of Antietam, the Highpoint Enterprise made no effort to deny the war’s cause. A 1922 article noted that Mills’s master “lost his life in the war over slavery that was fought between the states.”49 As with Carr’s speeches, loyal slaves supporting their owners in a war about slavery made both their loyalty and the Confederates they served seem all the more remarkable.

      The key aspect within many of these narratives was loyalty to one’s master—often beyond the end of slavery—not devotion to the Confederacy. The article detailed how Mills attended the exhumation and reinternment of his former master sixty years after he brought the body home, portraying the elderly man as eternally loyal. Mills benefited from displays of devotion, as a year before the exhumation, the legislature had added him to the pension rolls by a special act.50 By remaining loyal to the family that once owned him and even attending Confederate reunions as a former slave, Mills gained access to pension money before Class B pensions were even authorized.

      Turn-of-the-century arguments for black pensions made clear that the loyalty being rewarded was to white slave owners rather than the Confederate state. A 1913 Confederate Veteran editorial arguing for ex-slave pensions claimed that “the negro slave delighted in serving his white folks,” even though “the darky knew that the first consequence of the war in case of victory for the enemy would be his immediate ‘freedom.’” These proposed pensions were intended to reward “black, ignorant, yet faithful” ex-slaves.51 Shortly before Class B pensions were authorized, the state auditor noted that although he was not authorized to issue veterans’ pensions to formerly enslaved men because “North Carolina had recognized no negro troops in the Confederacy,” he felt that they deserved some sort of pensions “on account of their loyalty to the officers and men of the Confederacy.”52

      Pensions not only created evidence of slavery’s benevolence by showing former slaves’ devotion to their former masters but also served as a tool of social control that reinforced the color line. Class B pensions only rewarded those applicants claiming to be former slaves who remained obedient and subservient to whites after the conflict as well as during it. A legal requirement that “two reputable white persons” testify to an applicant’s character ensured that only those who were accepting of the Jim Crow racial order were rewarded.53 White witnesses, understanding this implicit intent, often stressed that the applicant was reliable and not a troublemaker. Witnesses routinely mentioned how pensioners were “peaceful, law-abiding, and industrious” and had an “honorable record.” It was not uncommon to note how an applicant’s children had been raised “honest and respectable.”54 These were all code for him and his family not upsetting societal expectations and the existing racial hierarchy. Similarly, a Greensboro newspaper recounted in 1928 how three local Class B pensioners were “polite as baskets of chips, uncomplaining and well known.”55 Requiring black pensioners to have white patrons kept them indebted and subservient to the white community. Newspapers portrayed one Class B pension applicant as deserving because the decrepit eighty-seven-year-old was “dreaming of the days when he would not be forced to work so hard—when the white folks would reward a faithful, polite old darkey, characteristic of the old south.”56 How much of this deference was internalized and how much merely a public façade is rarely clear, but white leaders clearly hoped that tales of loyal slaves and pensioners would provide examples of how to behave for the African American community. Additionally, the legal requirement for Class B pensioners to have white witnesses further supported a racial hierarchy by embedding inequality into state law even as it provided funds to a select few African Americans.

      Ex-slave pensions were purposefully designed as tools of racial control. South Carolina’s law explicitly considered a black applicant’s postwar behavior, providing for later behavior to lead to a rejection, something with which white pensioners did not have to contend. While determining how to administer South Carolina’s slave pensions, the state’s assistant attorney general provided the following legal advice: “The purpose of the act is to reward the negroes who were faithful when the war was raging, and who have remained faithful through the years down to the present.”57

      The pension system can be seen as a continuation of older patronage systems that evolved out of slavery. In some ways, the pension system mirrored slavery, when elderly enslaved people were at the mercy of white enslavers for their most basic needs. After emancipation, those who stayed friendly with a former master might expect to receive protection and resources when needed. Eighty-year-old ex-slave Sarah Augustus recalled that she was the only one of her family still alive, adding, “I would not be living but I have spent most of my life in white folk’s houses and they have looked after me.”58 Betty Cofer, another elderly North Carolinian, recalled how “if I ever wanted fore anthin’ I just asked her [former mistress] and she give it to me or got it for me somehow.”59 During Reconstruction, white landowners could keep the Klan away from their workers, so acting loyally served as a survival strategy. By playing the happy slave, elderly African Americans frequently received charity from their former enslavers into the twentieth century.60 However, as seen with Julian Carr in the first chapter, white charity remained premised upon kowtowing. The cost of these pensions was acquiescence to Jim Crow and being held up as an example.

      In reality, both Cash’s “Good Negro” and pensioners who at least tacitly claimed loyalty to their master were not necessarily displaying their actual feelings. Instead, many were “miming” to survive in an oppressive system that had left elderly and enfeebled men impoverished and unable to care for themselves. In exchange for survival, or perhaps even some privileges not accorded to other African Americans, black pensioners played a role and became an example that southern boosters could use to show that the South was not the cruel land of lynching that it actually was. When Cash died in July 1941, at least three ex-slaves were still receiving pensions in North Carolina.61 While historians have rightly noted that “like black codes and racist violence, these myths [of loyal slaves] aided white southerners’ attempts to shape and limit black freedom,” it is important to consider how African Americans used these myths and deployed them to gain individually from an oppressive system. The belief in a past full of faithful slaves helped shape white views of domestic servants in the American South well into the twentieth century, yet it also provided pensioners with a way to support themselves.62 African Americans used the fabrication of a mythic old South, and in the process of playing loyal slaves, sometimes they exaggerated their past, lied, or committed outright fraud.

      Ex-slaves applying for pensions understood what role they were playing. Most applicants for Class B pensions in North Carolina avoided making any claim of loyalty toward the Confederacy, instead focusing on their past labor. The twenty-one North Carolina pension applications cited in one of the most popular books arguing for the existence of black Confederate troops provide clear evidence that pensioners did not see themselves as soldiers. Of the group, fourteen (or two-thirds) did not claim to have belonged to a Confederate unit.63 Five applications included a unit on the official form but made clear in the application that they had worked as a servant, not as a soldier. As noted earlier, the county clerk only added the unit to Elisha Howard’s application when the state board returned the paperwork demanding that a unit be included.64

      Leaving the spaces for units blank not only made sense to administrators but also likely made sense to the applicants. In 1931, when Thomas Farabee applied for a pension, he never claimed to have volunteered for the Confederate army. Quite the opposite: the clerk filling out the printed standardized application form replaced the wording “who” enlisted with a handwritten “whose master” enlisted. The application noted that Farabee “was carried by his master to the front, and used in constructing breast-works and in burying the dead.”65 This sort of passive voice worked for both the formerly enslaved and their former enslavers. Farabee avoided saying he had worked voluntarily, while the son of Farabee’s former owner, who served as a witness, likely appreciated that the wording made an important distinction between the service of “a very worthy darky” and that of his father, who died “in the war as a Confederate Veteran.”66

      Ironically, those applications that included a claim that an ex-slave or free person of color had been a soldier were actually more likely to be rejected. Out of the twenty-one applications sampled, the only two that claimed to be for military service were filed by widows. As only widows of soldiers were eligible for pensions, the portrayal of their husbands as combatants makes sense. Even here, one of the applicants, Edith Bizzell, made clear that her late husband had not volunteered, stating that he had been a “negro slave who served as stated upon the orders of his master.” The other, Sarah Venable, included a signed affidavit—presumably perjured—by her brother claiming that her late husband, who had been a free person of color, served in the 21st North Carolina and “that he was honorably discharged from service and made a good soldier and his widow is entitled to a pension.”67 Both applications were rejected.

      At first glance, it may seem strange that so few applicants mentioned their loyalty, given that the pension bureau required two “reputable white persons” to testify to their service.68 But a statement of loyalty to the Confederacy was unnecessary, or even suspect, in the minds of the all-white pension boards in 1930. Obedience and loyalty to their former master, not the Confederacy, was what qualified applicants for a Class B pension. Indeed, ex-slaves likely avoided saying they chose to serve, because slaves were not supposed to make choices. After all, African Americans had not been seen as citizens of the Confederacy but rather as property.69

      Even in cases where Class B pensioners professed loyalty to the Confederacy, how should we interpret their statements? Given that white pensioners stretched the truth regarding their service, historians must ask themselves whether African American applicants might also have recognized and said what the authorities wanted to hear just to get a pension. Any survivor of slavery living in the Jim Crow South would have had ample practice hiding his emotions. It should not surprise us that some men played the “very honorable old colored man” or “very worthy darkie” as a means of manipulating white patrons through flattery, dissimulation, and outright lies.70 For example, ex-slave Adam Moore made clear to pension officials that he understood his subservient station, beseeching in his 1931 application, “I know that I am not entitled [to a pension] unless the good white people will provide it for me.”71 Indeed, only those willing to engage in “miming,” to use Cash’s term, were likely to get a pension.72 Sometimes, this miming went beyond emphasizing specific aspects of one’s past and entered the realm of fraud.

      Alfred “Uncle Teen” Blackburn was North Carolina’s last Class B pensioner. In fact, by the time he died in 1951, he had outlived every Confederate veteran on the state’s pension rolls.73 Today, some neo-Confederates present him as the last Confederate veteran of North Carolina.74 Blackburn’s story perfectly encapsulated the legend of the loyal slave in 1950. After the war, he returned home to work for his old master. In interviews, the ex-slave recounted how well his master treated him. Blackburn even claimed he took up a sword at Bull Run to protect his master from a Yankee.75 The only thing missing from the model loyal slave story was bringing home his slain owner’s body.

      There is a reason why Blackburn’s tale encapsulated what whites were looking for in an old loyal slave: he played the system to garner a pension. When he died, Blackburn was not 109, as he claimed, but rather only 91. He was born in April 1860 in Iredell County, and Union cavalry rode through town signaling the end of the war just before his fifth birthday.76 Although born into slavery, Blackburn never went to war. He appears in the 1860 Slave Schedule taken in late June 1860 as an unnamed, three-month-old infant.77 By examining the censuses from 1870, 1900, 1910, and 1920, his real birth date is easily confirmed. In the first two, he is reported as being born in 1860. He aged slightly more quickly after the turn of the century, as his birth year dropped into the late 1850s, but not until 1929, when he applied for a pension, did Blackburn claim to have been born in the 1840s. Initially, Blackburn claimed to have been sixteen when he went to war, but by the time of his death, he maintained that his birthdate was in 1842, eighteen years earlier then was true.78 Just as elderly white southerners fabricated a past for rewards, so too did elderly black men in need of assistance. Pensions helped elderly former slaves survive, and even flourish, in a Jim Crow South that presented few opportunities for support.

      Though the evidence was there, no one recognized how Blackburn utilized Lost Cause myths to work the system before now, or at least no one spoke up. In 2015, a blog recounting how Blackburn was the last Confederate veteran affirmed that “though the Yankees delivered him from slavery, he was always a rebel at heart.” The author, Tom Layton, acknowledged that “when talking about Uncle Teen, legend sometimes clouds the truth.”79 Like so many others who lauded Blackburn’s memory, Layton missed the reason that new details appeared and aspects of his story shifted over time. For example, in 1938, Blackburn claimed to have protected his owner with a knife from another Confederate soldier. By his death in 1951, this story demonstrating his loyalty had morphed into fighting off Yankees, and the knife had grown into a sword.80

      Though a Confederate widow testified on Blackburn’s behalf, this is not indicative of him going to war. In fact, the white widow had herself committed fraud to receive a pension. When her own eligibility had been questioned, she had lied about when she married her late husband and altered her age, making a “correction” to her original form. At the time, only those who had wed a veteran before 1868 were eligible, and she had married her husband in 1872 at age nineteen, having been a child during the war.81

      Blackburn and his witness were not the only ones stretching the truth to get pensions. Blackburn’s brother, Wiley, also received a pension for his “service.” In their respective applications, both Alfred (filed in 1929) and Wiley (filed in 1933) swore they were born in 1844. As Wiley claimed to have been born in March 1844 and Alfred in April of the same year, either they were a medical miracle or the birthdates they claimed were not accurate. Alfred actually testified to help Wiley’s application, changing his birthdate once again so as not to contradict his brother.82 Both brothers claimed to have accompanied the same master to war, a man who moved away from North Carolina shortly after the war and whose last visit to the state was around 1904, two years before his death.83 With no one left to challenge them, their pensions were approved.

      Wiley had long played a part for the white community of Statesville, North Carolina. Working as a newspaper salesman, he was well known around town. He would speak in a pidgin dialect as he hawked his newspapers, comically predicting the weather. Saying things like “De prognostifiers all ingecate dat if nothing happens dere is lible to be a chang in de wedder,” he became popular with his white patrons by providing comic relief. His funny weather forecasts became so well known that the local newspaper routinely carried them. Asked to explain an extended drought, he replied, “I dun told you what’s the matter. I cain’t do nuthin by my self and Mr. Bob Tharpe [another local weather predictor] is too busy carring the mail to fool with it.” Fortunately, Wiley accurately predicted the drought would end, as it would “rain one of these days.”84

      Wiley played a role as both the trickster and the tricked. In 1917, a newspaper recounted a comical story about Wiley fooling a fellow African American by making up a fake word. Asked to define the word himself, “Wiley laughed long and loud that no one knew the meaning of the word,” refusing to define it. The article concluded comically that “Wiley was still the only one that really had his vocabulary up-to-date.”85 Dependent on whites for newspaper sales, Wiley also let them play pranks on him. In one story recounted years later, a customer looking at the headlines jokingly exclaimed to the reportedly illiterate Wiley, “Good gracious, hell has broke out in Georgia and the Tar River is burning.” Without missing a beat, Wiley grabbed a paper and started shouting, “Hell has broke loose in Georgie and the Tar River is burning, Read all about it. Get a copy.”86

      Playing a caricature of an Uncle Remus–like character, at times full of folk wisdom but illiterate and inferior to whites, Wiley Blackburn’s acting reified white supremacy, but he also profited and gained social status, using his minor celebrity status to sell newspapers. He was such a “noted paper vender” that he even appeared in a local newspaper advertisement for a hardware store.87 For Wiley, being seen as a slave who had served his master loyally in the war likely helped him sell newspapers. It seems he never tired of stretching the truth, as toward the end of his life, he apparently claimed that his former master helped arrange his pension. In reality, Augustus Blackburn had died in 1906, almost thirty years earlier and twenty-one years before Class B pensions were even authorized.88 In retrospect the Blackburns appear far smarter and less simpleminded than their acts let on.

      Like the last white Confederate veterans, many of the last “black Confederates” lied in their applications. Both the first and the last pensions North Carolina paid to African Americans for wartime service were based on fraudulent claims or questionable loyalty, and many in between are also suspect.89 For example, in 1933, Mose Fraser told the pension bureau that he was born September 15, 1842, and had served as the body servant for “Lt. Elias Fraser, an officer in the regiment of Col. John D. Wiley’s 12th Regiment of South Carolina Troops . . . and was with his master at the ‘Crater’ or ‘Blow up’” outside of Petersburg when the young officer was wounded. Fraser claimed to have carried the lieutenant home. To corroborate his claim, Fraser asked the former sheriff of neighboring Lancaster County, South Carolina, to testify on his behalf. His witness declared that although he “did not know of any living soldier who served with Elias Fraser,” he “believe[d] that he is telling the truth” because he “always found [Mose Fraser] to be a truthful, straight forward upright honest darky, and never any trouble at all.”90 In essence, the sheriff felt that because Fraser had behaved well after the war, he probably would not lie.

      While not definitive, a number of holes in the story raise serious questions. Fraser confused units, battles, ranks, and even his master’s fate. Elias never made it to the rank of lieutenant or to the Battle of Petersburg to be injured at the Crater. In fact, Private E. L. Frasier of the 12th Regiment was killed at Sharpsburg, two years earlier.91 Additionally, circumstantial evidence indicates that Mose may never have gone to war at all. Upon his death in 1934, his grandchild reported that Mose had been born in 1854. Census records similarly indicate that his birth was most likely in September 1854 and almost certainly in the 1850s, not the early 1840s, as he claimed in his pension application.92 While five different censuses could have incorrectly recorded his age, each time recording him as over a decade younger than he was, it seems the more likely explanation is that he was born around 1854. This would mean he went to war by age seven and carried his master’s wounded or dead body home at age eight, or he lied. At the very least, he almost certainly added details to a partially true story to fit an expectation of how a loyal slave acted.

      Because of how records were kept, it is harder to establish fraud among pensions for ex-slaves than those for former soldiers. Unlike with Confederate soldiers, there is rarely wartime evidence historians can use to confirm an enslaved person’s wartime experiences. Lewis McGill successfully applied for a pension for serving the same master as Mose Fraser, although he recalled bringing his master’s body home for burial. Perhaps McGill was telling the truth, but it is difficult to know, as once again there was “no living man who has actual knowledge of his service.”93 Though neither case provides a smoking gun proving fraud, both pensioners clearly played upon a set of expectations. Knowing that these pensions were meant to reward loyal slaves, both men highlighted bringing their master home. McGill and Fraser both employed a common trope of loyal slave tales to demonstrate their worthiness for a pension. Though fraud among ex-slaves is harder to establish, it seems reasonable to expect at least as high a rate of fraud among Class B pensioners as can be established among white veterans.

      Even where fraud cannot be established, small falsehoods and inaccuracies can be found throughout the Class B pension records. Applicants often reported themselves as older than census records from decades earlier indicate. These fabrications were not necessarily always purposefully deceitful. Applicants could be too senile to know their right age, and so neighbors helped them fill out the forms. Many formerly enslaved people likely could not pinpoint the exact year they were born, although when someone was listed as nine or ten (or younger) in the 1870 Census, it seems unlikely that they accompanied their master to war. Some applicants may have served as body servants at a young age and adjusted details to make a legitimate claim more believable. For instance, when questions were raised about how young he had been at the end of the war, James Deal “corrected” his age on his application by subtracting five years from the birth year he had always had before.94 Even women got into the act, changing the age of their late husbands in failed attempts to get widows’ pensions.95

      Exactly how many Class B pensioners lied will never be known, but the impact of their falsifications is easier to detect. An official North Carolina Civil War Trails marker at Windsor’s Crossroads recounts Alfred Blackburn’s whoppers as if they were true, promoting a whitewashed memory of slavery and the war.96 Just as authorities’ willingness to overlook fraud among white deserters silently buttressed white supremacy, so did their lack of concern for fraud among Class B pensioners. Fabricated tales and fraudulent pensioners helped legitimate a myth of widespread slave loyalty.

      Though neo-Confederates like to see pensions as evidence of Confederate service and loyalty, records created decades later are inherently suspect for those studying wartime events. Pension applications do not provide reliable evidence of military service, loyalty to masters, or a sincere devotion to the Confederacy. Rather, they actually show that a few hundred indigent and elderly ex-slaves, in need of money, used a system designed to oppress them for their own uplift.

      Even if pensions were an indicator of devotion, Class B pensions would still fail to indicate widespread support for the Confederacy among enslaved people. If every Class B pension represented a “black Confederate” soldier, then the level of African American support for the Confederacy would still remain statistically insignificant. It seems as if for every Eli Williamson impressed into service, reluctantly giving aid to the Confederacy to maintain what freedom he could, there are thousands more who actively fought against the Confederacy—men like Robert Smalls, an enslaved pilot who stole the CSS Planter and sailed it out of Charleston harbor to the Union blockade fleet and freedom. Compared to the roughly 180,000 African Americans who served in the Union army and the more than 400,000 who fled to Union lines, the 121 black pensioners in North Carolina or 2,807 black pensioners across the entire South would still show a paltry level of support for the Confederacy among enslaved southerners.97 North Carolina alone provided the Union at least five thousand black soldiers.98 The small number of pensions southern states granted for ex-slaves are swamped by the thousands of federal pensions for Union service that formerly enslaved southerners received. Similarly, the few African Americans who attended Confederate reunions fail to compare to the tens of thousands who attended Emancipation Day and Memorial Day ceremonies held each year across the South.99

      These Class B pensions and the accompanying tales of loyal slaves helped white southerners ignore slave resistance in popular memories of the war. As noted in chapter 1, southern whites have long defended themselves from outside criticism by denying the horrors of slavery. Because of this need to show that slaves were happy, the existence of runaways, black soldiers, and intelligent African Americans had little place in the Jim Crow–era Lost Cause narrative. Just as pensions given to deserters helped to erase white dissent from memory, Class B pensions for former slaves helped obliterate the memory of widespread African American resistance to the Confederacy.

      The myth of the loyal slave played an important role in Jim Crow–era political battles. Historian Barbara Gannon argues that controlling “Civil War memory was crucial to [white] Southerners’ battle to ensure Northern acquiescence to their answer to the race question—oppression of blacks. Propagandists of the ‘Lost Cause’ wanted Northerners to remember a Civil War that had nothing to do with emancipation and the social and political rights of African Americans.” White supremacists saw it as critical that the war be recalled as one “waged by gallant white soldiers, all Americans who fought for their beliefs as African Americans stood idly by as ‘faithful slaves’ uninterested in fighting for freedom and unable to appreciate political and civil equality.”100 Indeed, as recounted in chapter 2, Governor Aycock justified disenfranchising African Americans by claiming that whites had earned the ballot through Confederate service and valor, while black southerners had not.101 As part of the narrative of a war in which white valor was displayed by both sides, African American military service of any sort had to be erased.

      While there was no room for black soldiers on either side of the conflict in the Lost Cause narrative of the early twentieth century, there were occasional tales of slaves fighting. Lost Cause advocates used stories of slaves taking up arms to protect their masters to reinforce the loyal slave myth, often belittling African American abilities and intelligence in the process. Even Julian Carr, speaking in 1903, repeated the questionable claim that “a colored body servant” had “killed the first Union officer to fall in the war.”102 In Carr’s retelling, the “body servant” was not a soldier; instead, the concern of “the simple minded slave of 61” for his master—not love of the Confederacy—motivated the act. Carr and others who used these tales did not want stories of loyal black soldiers proving their manhood but instead of unintelligent and happy slaves, undesiring of freedom and incapable of participating in democracy. The entire story of white men fighting each other and African Americans standing by, happily serving or even protecting their beloved masters, was crucial to the larger narrative Carr presented to justify Jim Crow. Despite modern assertions of black Confederates by neo-Confederates, African Americans fighting bravely for the Confederacy would have undermined Carr’s defense of Jim Crow almost as much as self-emancipating runaways fighting for the United States did.103

      Attempts to erase black military service from history did not go unanswered. Some African Americans used this same definition of citizenship or “proof of manhood” through military service to appeal for black enfranchisement. In his 1935 account of the war and its aftermath, Black Reconstruction, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, “Nothing else made Negro citizenship conceivable, but the record of the Negro soldier as a fighter,” then provided a ten-page summary of black military service.104 He argued that “the black worker won the war” by transferring their labor to the Union army by running away and enlisting. In essence, there had been a slave insurrection, he argued, but it was not accompanied by the “vengeance on unprotected women” that southern whites had feared.105 But while African American civil rights activists pointed to their contributions in calling for protecting their rights, Lost Cause advocates ignored the existence of runaways and black soldiers by focusing on slave loyalty. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, loyal slave stories countered the appeals of black Union veterans that they deserved the fruits of victory, including life, liberty, and the ballot.106

      Advocates for African American rights, including Du Bois, often combined elements of the myth of faithful slaves with the reality of Union military service, both reinforcing and challenging aspects of the Lost Cause. The federal ex-slave pension movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which advocated pensions for all former enslaved people, sought money owed for enslaved people’s past labors. Advocates for these pensions pointed to how they “worked without wages and cultivated land and harvested crop, which did much to build up the country.”107 Mass meetings occurred across the United States as numerous ex-slave associations formed in the 1890s.108 Walter Vaughan, who founded the Ex-Slave National Pension Club Association, played up the success of black military recruits, noting “the patriotism of the negro and his devotion to the Union cause” and how their “record . . . entitles the race to grand recognition.” Not wanting to alienate the support of white southerners, he also implied that some slaves had wanted to fight for the Confederacy, which led Lincoln to recruit freedmen in the first place, though it supposedly took “months of war” to convince them to fight for the Union. Vaughan, the son of slaveholders, believed that enslaved people had been generally well treated, despite their lack of compensation, and explicitly said that slaveholders were not at fault for slavery. He even argued for pensions on the basis of freedpeople’s living situation, which, he argued, “was made wretched by the act of emancipation” and not because they deserved back pay.109

      By accepting some aspects of the Lost Cause while still asserting African American martial ability, Vaughan and other advocates for reparations played to the sensibilities of whites in both the North and the South to garner support. Advocates for federal ex-slave pensions appropriated numerous aspects of the Lost Cause in their appeals for reparations. In one such appeal, the author pointed out that the ex-slave “preserved the lives of the wives and children of his master” who went off to war. Comparing such service to that of Union soldiers, the writer declared that “both served in honorable battle” and both deserved pensions.110 Not surprisingly, those opposed to ex-slave pensions also used the Lost Cause, arguing that slavery had benefited them, which should be payment enough.111 In the end, this appeal for reparations came to naught and led to less principled individuals defrauding formerly enslaved people, promising them a pension if they paid an enrollment fee before disappearing with the money.112

      For some former enslaved people, North Carolina’s Class B pensions seemed like a form of back pay—or even reparations—for their years of unpaid labor, sixty-five years late. Isaac High, who had built defensive works near Raleigh and along the Cape Fear River, thought that was exactly what his pension represented. In 1931, at the age of ninety-six, High recalled that he “spent to the best of my memory eighteen months working for the Confederate army. I never received any compensation for the work rendered.” High never said he enlisted in the army, only that he worked on fortifications because he “was sent by my master (I was a slave).”113

      In many ways, pensions fabricated a past just as monuments did. Indeed, there were even a few loyal slave monuments.114 In 1896, one such monument was erected in Fort Mill, South Carolina, because supposedly in that region, “the slaves remained at home and cared for the women and children, there was no insurrection, no runaways, and no trouble whatever.” This claim of perfect loyalty by the local enslaved population was contradicted by documents from the war, but Class B pensioners provided living evidence of what monuments proclaimed.115 Along with a narrative of noble battlefield heroics and widespread support from white southerners, the myth of loyal slaves helped create a memory in which a Solid South heroically fought for a Lost Cause, while African Americans stood by as bystanders who “did not ask for freedom nor the ballot with which to protect it,” thus proving the justness of white supremacy.116 Whether pensioners recognized it or not, accepting a Class B pension provided a form of reparations that required them to accede to elements of the Lost Cause, thus supporting white supremacy.

      The fabrication of the past continues. A 1998 letter published in a Mississippi newspaper claimed that “some estimates conclude that as many 90 to 100 thousand soldiers of African descent filled the ranks of the Confederate army,” which would mean somewhere in the order of 8 to 13 percent of the Confederate army was black. This particular proponent of black Confederates claimed that many Confederate soldiers could have been black because “unlike a racially-based United States Army, there was no place on the papers of enlistment to establish one who would be considered ‘colored.’”117 The claims have little grounding in documentation, there being no place for race on the forms because all enlistees to the Confederate army were assumed to be white. The numerous studies that have used census records to examine Confederate soldiers would have revealed such a large percentage of soldiers who were not white.118 But reality is irrelevant to such arguments because the claim that Confederates “essentially did not care as long as they were willing to fight for independence” is politically useful when celebrating a memory of the Confederate States that is under attack as being racist.119

      The idea that one-tenth of the Confederate army was black is ludicrous, as the entire premise of black troops was anathema to much of the Confederacy’s founding principles, as well as to the Lost Cause narrative of the Jim Crow era. Many wartime politicians opposed arming black troops on the ground that they had seceded to save slavery, and this would defeat the purpose of the war.120 Indeed, William Holden, a leader in North Carolina’s peace movement and editor of the Semi-Weekly Standard pointed out that such a move “surrenders the great point upon which the two sections went to war.”121 Scholars have demonstrated repeatedly that not until the final weeks of the war were black soldiers even authorized by the Confederacy, and then only under protest of many white southerners. Throughout the war, groups of impressed laborers were a common sight in the South, as enslaved people were forced to dig trenches, move supplies, and perform various other forms of labor to support the Confederate war effort. While the impressment of enslaved people freed up whites to serve as troops, these laborers were not viewed as soldiers. The myth of black Confederates arose from and supported three key fabrications: first, a belief that slavery “was a mild, benign institution” that created loyal slaves; second, a false memory that southern masters trusted their slaves so much that they could arm thousands of them; and third, “that despite slavery’s many virtues as an institution, it was never central to the Confederate cause.” These three narrative tropes developed over time and were interconnected. As seen in previous chapters, by the early twentieth century, advocates of a Lost Cause narrative were already denying that slavery was both horrible and a cause of the Civil War.122

      Tales of slaves being armed as soldiers, however, represent a more recent addition to the Lost Cause. Even in 1931, a member of the UDC—firmly entrenched in the Lost Cause—writing about the failed last-ditch attempt of Confederates to arm African Americans in 1865 noted that “the action came too late to be effective, and, with the exception of a limited number of troops, no negroes were armed, and these were never put into action.”123 Though authorized in March 1865, the Confederacy’s failed black units were understood to be a footnote and not central to the war’s history. This remained an understood consensus for decades, and while some early twentieth-century white southerners might have believed enslaved men would have fought for the Confederacy if allowed, the belief in large numbers of black Confederate soldiers is a creation of the last sixty years.124

      Even at the midpoint of the twentieth century, Class B pensioners were not viewed as soldiers, though the first inklings of a shift from being seen as slaves to being seen as soldiers are visible. A 1950 Greensboro Daily News biographical piece on the last Class B pensioner, Alfred Blackburn, recounted how “in spite of fighting against it, [he] accepted freedom.” Though presented as a happy slave who “fought in [the] Civil War,” Blackburn’s fabricated service as a body servant was not yet being equated to being a Confederate soldier.125 A year earlier, another newspaper had recounted how only two Confederate veterans remained alive in North Carolina before mentioning Blackburn as “another survivor of Confederate days” also receiving a pension.126 Though the memory of body servants had begun to shift from that of loyal slaves to pro-Confederate slaves, white southerners were still drawing a clear distinction between ex-slaves and Confederate soldiers when Blackburn died in 1951. His Greensboro Daily News obituary lamented “the last ex-slave of the state to die and one of the few Civil War ‘veterans’ left in America.” The decision to put “veteran” in quotation marks highlighted the fact that Blackburn’s service was distinct from that of white veterans. Only later would Confederate apologists present his service as equivalent to that of Confederate soldiers.127

      The creation of a memory of loyal slaves, in part through pensions and pension fraud, laid the foundations for modern claims of black Confederates. As whites increasingly denied any attachment to or support for white supremacy after the civil rights movement, a myth of black Confederate soldiers becomes an increasingly useful tale. Black Confederates now often join states’ rights as a means of denying that slavery (and now racism) had anything to do with the Confederacy. A leading authority on black Confederate myths, Kevin Levin, aptly describes how “if free and enslaved black men fought in Confederate ranks, alongside whites, neo-Confederates reasoned, the war could not have been fought to abolish slavery.”128 The argument that because one black person fought for the Confederacy, the war cannot have been about slavery is like claiming that a racist statement is not racist because “I have a black friend.” That occasionally people seemingly act against their apparent self-interest or a group’s interests should hardly surprise anyone who follows politics. Not only do these arguments faultily assume that people always act rationally—and that we can always understand their rationales—but such lines of logic also ignore the great mass of evidence that the overwhelming majority of enslaved people hoped and prayed for Union success. Even if historians established there were African Americans who volunteered for Confederate service, it would not change what started the war.

      The addition of black Confederates makes celebrating the Confederacy less racially problematic in the eyes of many Lost Cause advocates. Black Confederate soldiers are often cited by neo-Confederates as “telling evidence that slavery was expendable” to Confederates.129 Ironically, Jim Crow–era claims that African Americans happily accepted the antebellum racial hierarchy have morphed into evidence of enslaved people volunteering to defend an egalitarian Confederacy. Pension records, once used to demonstrate white supremacy, are now a favorite source for neo-Confederates seeking to “prove” that the Confederacy and its memory are not tainted by racist ideologies. The sources and tales that twenty-first-century neo-Confederates point to as evidence of black military valor for the Confederacy were originally used to deny that African Americans had participated in the war as combatants.130

      Still, the myth of black Confederates remains part of a narrative that supports oppression. Just as stories of faithful slaves were originally used to rebut antebellum abolitionists, and then advocates for equality during Jim Crow, these tales serve a similar purpose today. As Micki McElya has pointed out, “The myth of the faithful slave lingers because so many white Americans have wished to live in a world in which African Americans are not angry over past and present injustices, a world in which white people were and are not complicit, in which the injustices themselves—of slavery, Jim Crow, and ongoing structural racism—seem not to exist at all.”131 The continued denial of slavery as a cause of the war, and of the horrors of the peculiar institution, through black Confederates and loyal slaves allows an ahistorical narrative to help shape present political debates around race.

      Stories of black Confederates perpetuate institutionalized discrimination and inequality. If slavery were not so bad and the Confederacy not premised on racial hierarchy, the logic goes, then racism and discrimination are not at fault for any racial disparities in opportunity and achievement today. This slavery-denying narrative allows believers to see racial inequity as the fault of the African American community and not a product of institutional discrimination. Racial and economic disparities appear not as a product of history but as the fault of those that are poor. In this worldview, welfare and food assistance cause poverty instead of relieve impoverishment that has been inflicted on those trapped by economic circumstances. In essence, the denial of slavery as the war’s cause and the propagation of myths about black Confederates serve as a form of victim blaming that transcends generations.

      Neo-Confederate narratives provide an explanation for how we got where we are today that pretends racial discrimination does not continue to harm African Americans in the job and housing market or in how they are treated by police. Racism becomes solely a product of the heart, of the individual, and is easily erased by a colorblind society, which some neo-Confederates even claim existed in the past. Instead of declaring outright that African Americans are unequal, as the Lost Cause did in 1913, modern iterations pretend that African Americans receive equal opportunity when they do not—and thus efforts to address inequality seem unnecessary or even unjust. If African Americans were happy and well treated, then arguments for reparations make no sense. Affirmative action cannot be understood as leveling the playing field if the field was already level. The Confederacy’s Lost Cause now supports the lie of the American Dream—that everyone has equal opportunity.

      Tales of black Confederates are part of a larger whitewash of slavery and the history of race relations in the United States appearing within modern politics. During a 2017 special election for a Senate seat, former Alabama supreme court chief justice Roy Moore declared that he believed America “was great at the time when families were united—even though we had slavery—they cared for one another. . . . Our families were strong, our country had a direction.”132 That Moore could believe that families were united during slavery is a testament to how poor historical knowledge continues to shape public policy.133 In fact, the opposite was true during the antebellum era for many families, specifically African American families. Unable to legally marry, enslaved people could be sold away from their loved ones at any moment. Families were routinely ripped apart by these sales. Children—some as young as four years old—were sold out of state, never to see their parents again. Twelve-year-old girls were openly advertised for sale as sex slaves in southern newspapers. Enslavers unashamedly branded enslaved people and advertised in newspapers higher rewards for the heads of runaways than they did for the return of the fugitive alive.134 The reality of slavery was brutal and horrible, yet Moore’s beliefs were not far outside the mainstream. A majority of white voters supported Moore, despite allegations of child molestation and his failure to understand American history. It was high turnout among African American voters that ultimately kept Moore from being elected.135

      Fabricating false pasts to aid in selective forgetting has always been central to the creation of the Lost Cause. Alfred Blackburn, the last Class B pensioner, and his brother Wiley never mentioned their father’s identity publicly. Only in death was he revealed. According to Wiley’s death certificate, his father was their former master, Augustus Blackburn, the same man both brothers claimed they accompanied to war.136 The Blackburns carefully crafted a story that appealed to white patrons, and a white father did not work when performing as a loyal slave. The Lost Cause narrative, obsessed as it was with racial purity, had no room for recounting the widespread rape of enslaved women. Claiming to have a white father would not fit the trope that the Blackburns were playing.

      At times, formerly enslaved people played a part in the erasure of the horrors of slavery, but they likely felt they had little choice. In an era when black men could be lynched for the slightest suspicion of interracial sex and miscegenation was outlawed, honesty was dangerous. Survival sometimes required ex-slaves to forget that their former enslavers were their actual blood family and reminisce instead about how they merely treated them like family. Like so much of the Lost Cause, the Blackburns’ stories were a product of the twentieth-century Jim Crow South.
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      The Soldiers Who Weren’t

      How Loyal Slaves Became “Black Confederates,” 1910–2018

      At the courthouse in Monroe, North Carolina, two monuments reflect two distinct narratives of the past. The first, a forty-foot-tall obelisk dedicated July 4, 1910, memorializing “the boys in gray from Union County who gave their all to the protection of home,” is a typical Confederate monument from the Jim Crow era. In December 2012, over 102 years after the obelisk’s unveiling, another marker was dedicated a few feet away. At the second dedication, some things remained the same from a century earlier: Confederate flags were flown, and the narrative presented during the dedication speeches presented a fabricated past for modern needs. But a century had changed the type of fabrication that was being done.

      Monuments tell us more about the time they are erected than the events that they nominally commemorate, and these markers provide two snapshots of the evolving Lost Cause taken at moments over a century apart. The newer marker is a small granite rectangle set in the ground. Four feet long, with no statuary or imagery and surrounded by bricks, it contains only text. Viewed alongside the larger and older obelisk, its message appears less important. Indeed, the crowd in 2012 of around 250 people was much smaller than the over 3,000 who attended a century earlier. In 1910, the festivities included a parade, a bike race, a foot race, imported Japanese fireworks, and Confederate veterans.1 As real Confederate veterans were unavailable in 2012, some attendees dressed up in reproduction uniforms.

      In addition to the differences in aesthetics and enthusiasm, the narratives each monument attempted to immortalize differed. The new marker honored ten African American “Confederate Pensioners of Color” from Union County. As the first monument to African Americans who received Class B pensions for their service as laborers, slaves, and servants during the Civil War, it is unique. Unlike most earlier Confederate monument dedications, the keynote speaker was not a leading white political figure. Instead, the keynote was given by an African American proponent of black Confederates, Earl Ijames, who “praised the men’s courage” and stated, “The fact that there were Confederates of color cannot be denied.”2 Despite the fact that Ijames worked for the North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, thus increasing his apparent credibility, his assertion actually could be denied. Indeed, the men who dedicated the original Confederate monument at the courthouse would have disagreed vehemently.

      We know how the original monument builders felt about race and Confederate soldiers when they dedicated the Union County monument because they discussed it. The keynote speaker in 1910, future North Carolina governor Thomas Bickett, noted that Confederate soldiers provided examples of three virtues: “First, how to fight; second, how to fall; third, how to rise again.” As Julian Carr would do three years later when dedicating the University of North Carolina’s monument, Bickett celebrated not only the valor of veterans but also former Confederates’ role overturning Reconstruction. He complimented the Confederate soldiers in front of him, saying, “You gave up your guns at Appomattox, that was all,” and “You surrendered but, you did not quit.” Those in attendance would have understood that Bickett meant that Confederate veterans had continued fighting for white supremacy even before he lauded them: “Immutable as the rocks and glorious as the stars they stood for a white civilization and a white race, and today North Carolina holds in trust for the safety of the nation the purest Anglo-Saxon blood to be found on the American shores.” This was clearly the speech of a white supremacist who saw the monument and remembering the Confederacy as a tribute to Anglo-Saxon accomplishments, not the words of someone who believed in racial equality or that the Confederate army had included black soldiers.

      Like so many other Confederate memorializers, Bickett used the remembrance of heroic Confederates to justify segregation and discrimination, condemning African American agency and political power. Before he concluded, he announced that “the Fifteenth Amendment was the most colossal blunder and crime in the history of the civilized world,” and Reconstruction had showed the world that “the South, and only the South, is competent to deal with the race problem.”3

      In contrast, the 2012 biracial audience was told, “We are all brothers and sisters under one flag,” and “these men, simply put, were 150 years ahead of their time” on race relations, a view of the past that did not mesh with Bickett’s.4 This was a form of fabrication, whether mendacious or just wishful, as most Confederate veterans would have been horrified at the claim that thousands of African Americans fought alongside them, let alone that the veterans believed in equality.

      Today, neo-Confederate groups continue to fabricate new variations of the Lost Cause to serve present needs. Sometimes, the fabrications appear purposefully dishonest, while others appear innocent in intent if not impact. As seen in the previous chapter, pensions for former slaves were not indicators of Confederate service but rather a means for elderly, indigent men to gain an income. Examining the lives of these men raises questions. Multiple pensioners honored by the new marker had suspicious aspects to their applications and may have been frauds as well, but as old fabrications gave birth to new, loyal slaves became soldiers in the minds of Confederate memorializers.

      The awkwardly worded 2012 tribute to “pensioners of color” represented a new iteration of the Lost Cause and historical fabrication, but it served many of the same purposes. Just as was true in the 1910s, fabrication remains crucial to defending the Confederacy’s reputation and to maintaining and justifying a specific type of conservative worldview. As a genre that consists almost entirely of fabrications, tales of black Confederate soldiers provide one of the easiest lenses to see how falsehoods and fraud continue to shape neo-Confederate narratives of the past.5

      This chapter aims to shed light on modern evolution of the Lost Cause and how the fabrication continues. By understanding the context of the evidence misused by neo-Confederate writers, we can better understand how the myth of the black Confederate formed, how historical narratives were used to justify segregation during the civil rights era, and how fabrication and fraud continue to influence the memory of Americans today. By examining the arguments of neo-Confederates, not only do we debunk falsehoods, but we are also able to understand a key purpose they still serve: upholding systems that support white supremacy.

      In 1921, George Mills received a pension from North Carolina because “while not regularly mustered in or mustered out as a soldier, [he] did much valuable service during the four years that he was with the men who were fighting and dying in behalf of the Southern Confederacy.”6 Among Mills’s notable actions was bringing his master’s body home from Antietam. His situation was unusual enough that it required a special act of the state legislature for his individual pension, and the bill drew a clear distinction between white soldiers and the service that Mills provided. Even then, at least one legislator objected to him receiving any pension.7

      As other formerly enslaved people did, Mills crafted an image of himself as a loyal slave to get the pension and additional support from Confederate veterans. His willingness to remain subservient led veterans to support his application for a pension.8 Always appearing as a dutiful slave, he even accompanied his former master’s body in 1922 when his grave was moved.9 Mills even attended Confederate reunions, taking his daughter to at least three out of state, their expenses paid by local veterans.10

      The case of George Mills presents one example of the evolution of a loyal slave into a Confederate soldier. By 1960, when the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) first added a marker to Mills’s grave on Confederate Memorial Day, he had morphed from “a laborer and servant” who was “determined to serve his master in death as faithfully as he had in life” into “a former slave who was a Confederate soldier.”11 While the 1921 bill granting him a pension mentioned that he had served soldiers in the Home Guard, by 1960, the UDC claimed he had actually enlisted in the Home Guard, a falsehood reflected on his gravestone.12 The myth progressed to the point that by 1999 Mills was being honored as a “black Confederate soldier” who supposedly “joined the Confederate Army,” not just the Home Guard.13 In 2003, the local Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV) camp changed its name from the Walter M. Bryson Camp (named after Mills’s master) to the Walter M. Bryson–George Mills Camp.14 Over ninety years, Mills morphed from a loyal slave to a veteran of a special class, to a full-fledged heroic Confederate soldier. Instead of being a slave devoted to his master despite his own self-interest in the Confederacy’s defeat, as Mills was presented in 1921, he is now cited as a soldier devoted to the Confederacy and invested in its victory.

      While it is hard to know the exact relationship between Mills and his master, the enslaved man has been used to present a specific spin on the Confederacy. Mills clearly displayed affection for his master and remained connected to many Confederate veterans, but whether this was because of a patronage relationship, genuine affection, or some combination remains unknown. Despite the lack of clarity, token examples of seemingly loyal slaves are consistently presented as soldiers by modern neo-Confederates to deny that the Confederacy had any racist intent. In 1999, one attendee to commemorative ceremonies arranged by the SCV told a reporter that Mills’s relationship with his master in 1860 “was a typical relationship of that time,” something with which few historians would agree. Additionally, the reporter repeated the false statistic “that between 38,000 to 90,000 blacks served in the Confederate army.”15

      As discussed in the previous chapter, false statistics and claims that African Americans fought for the Confederacy have been used in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries by neo-Confederates to claim that the war cannot have been about slavery.16 Only after the last Confederate veterans were dead, however, did Confederate apologists begin claiming that thousands of black Confederates fought for the Confederacy. Historian Kevin Levin pinpoints the increasing public acceptance of slavery as the war’s cause alongside the release of Roots (1977) and Glory (1989) as the driving forces in a sudden search for loyal black Confederate soldiers.17 Both Roots and Glory defied elements of the Lost Cause by challenging the premise that enslaved people were happy as well as presenting blacks as central actors in Civil War combat.

      While the Jim Crow–era Lost Cause narrative presumed white supremacy—and indeed, was frequently cited to confirm its righteousness—today, some Confederate apologists seek to fabricate a postracial Confederacy, with black Confederates as a central piece of evidence. George Mills’s transformation from loyal slave to comrade in arms is part of a larger whitewashing of the past, a process dependent upon poor historical interpretation, decontextualized documents, and outright lies.

      “Evidence” of black Confederates continues to be created in a variety of ways, including misinterpreting legitimate historical documents. Pensions and twentieth-century newspaper stories about loyal slaves are far from the only sources used to argue that black Confederates exist. Sources from the war cited as examples of black Confederates are frequently decontextualized and easily shown, with a critical eye and research, to be misunderstood. Vague, unsubstantiated, reports in Civil War-era newspaper articles, as well as wartime rumors, are frequently presented as conclusive evidence of black Confederates.18

      While a small number of free people of color tried enlisting for various reasons, sources pointed to as evidence of widescale acceptance of black enlistments by white Confederate troops often demonstrates the opposite. For example, Jackson Evans is often listed by neo-Confederates as a soldier in the 3rd North Carolina.19 Looking at the records more carefully, it becomes clear that Evans was extremely light skinned and trying to pass for white. In the 3rd North Carolina’s muster rolls, he appears only once, in the November–December 1862 roll. The document says that Evans “was substituted for one J. W. Cox . . . & proves to be a free negro.” On the next muster roll, for January–February 1863, Evans is missing entirely, but John W. Cox appears, with a note that after being conscripted in July 1862, Cox “furnished Jackson Evans as substitute and Evans has since proven to be a free negro and [Cox] has reported for duty.”20 Evans had passed for white for a short time, but then when his race was revealed, his service was deemed unacceptable, and he was dismissed.21 Overlooked testimony to the Southern Claims Commission in 1872 confirms what happened. Testifying under oath, Cox recalled how he had been forcibly conscripted in July 1862 but managed to acquire a substitute. He returned home and was left alone until February 1863, when a captain arrived to take him to rejoin his unit because “his substitute was not a white man” and was thus not eligible to serve. Fortunately for Cox, he joined the Quakers in March 1863; wartime muster rolls confirm his discharge after paying $500 dollars to gain a religious exemption.22 The evidence actually shows that Evans, far from being a black Confederate accepted as a brother-in-arms, was rejected by the Confederate army specifically because of his race.

      For Evans, service in the Confederate army represented a chance at social advancement. If he had successfully passed as white and fought, then he could have claimed the benefits of citizenship in the South. Ironically, fighting for the Confederacy was actually Evans’s attempt to gain the rights that the Confederacy denied African Americans. Evans was not the only person later cited as a black Confederate who saw an opportunity to gain individual freedom through cooperation with the Confederacy. William Higginbotham, a free person of color from Georgia, agreed to work as a body servant for a Confederate soldier who feared his slaves would escape once near Union lines. In exchange, the soldier promised to sell Higginbotham’s enslaved wife and children to him.23

      War creates a massive amount of paperwork, so the idea that thousands of black Confederate soldiers could have somehow not made it into the records is hard to believe. The National Archives produced a carded name index of Confederate archival documents detailing where each soldier appeared in his unit’s records, including muster roles. Finished in 1927, the Compiled Service Records, as this index is called, is frequently misread, misinterpreted, and misrepresented, and details are often ignored by seekers of black Confederates. Indeed, it is only a name index for countless archival sources, each of which must be interpreted in context—a fact that seekers of black Confederates ignore.

      When a person of color does appear in the Compiled Service Records, as did Jackson Evans, it is frequently perceived to be a typical case instead of an exception that proves the rule. For example, the clerk of Company E, 5th North Carolina Cavalry, listed four “free Negros” employed as cooks on his unit’s muster sheets. These men have since been pointed to as examples of volunteer Confederate soldiers, but those who want to hold them up as soldiers usually neglect to mention that two of the four deserted.24 The unit’s approach to record keeping was also unique. Perhaps the company commander was not paying attention to instructions on how to fill out the paperwork, or maybe the fact that they were free people of color and not enslaved led the men to stand out. Whatever the reason Company E’s record keeper added these men to the muster rolls, their inclusion was clearly an aberration, not standard operating procedure in the Confederate army. One scholar examined twenty regiments, and Company E was the only company he found to include black cooks on their muster roll. In my own seeking, I discovered only two additional North Carolina companies that listed African American cooks on their muster roles, and in one of those cases, the name had been struck out by someone correcting the muster role to not include servants.25 Indeed, none of the Class B pensioners discussed in the previous chapter appear in the Compiled Service Records. Most black cooks never made it on the muster rolls, including those in the rest of the 5th North Carolina. Indeed, Jesse Lynch, a “captain’s cook,” appears in the Compiled Service Records for the regiment’s Company K, not because he appeared on any Confederate muster role but because the prisoner of war (POW) records created by the US Army show him slated “for release” in May 1863. Lynch promptly enlisted in the United States Colored Troops, joining the fight against the Confederacy.26

      The reason that even hired cooks rarely appear in the Compiled Service Records is that they were not considered employees of the Confederacy but instead the responsibility of the soldiers who hired them. It is telling that although the Compiled Service Records were completed in the same year that North Carolina began giving pensions to black servants, the state pension bureau never wrote to the War Department asking for an ex-slave’s service record. Former Confederates and the officials running the agency knew that muster rolls were unlikely to show enslaved servants and cooks. In a rare case where the state auditor did actually request information from the federal government for a Class B pension application, it was solely to establish the correct unit of Sam Griffin’s former owner, not to confirm the formerly enslaved man’s service.27

      The fabrication of black Confederates from evidence within the Compiled Service Records is not always purposeful, though it still serves to distort history. For example, in 1931, Brinkley Bynum, born into slavery in Chatham County, received a pension for serving as a body servant for soldiers in the 15th North Carolina beginning in 1862.28 Those wanting to find a black Confederate have confused him with another Brinkley Bynum, this one a white man from Chowan County who volunteered in 1861 with the 1st North Carolina.29 The white soldier is easily found in the 1860 Census.30 Ironically, even if the two men were the same, he would not be the hero sought. The white Bynum’s Compiled Service Record shows that he “voluntarily” deserted to the Union in 1863 and hence would have been ineligible for a pension.31

      Many of these cases are likely honest mistakes by overeager searchers. SCV websites about black Confederates, however, indicate that aspects of the Civil War might still be being fabricated out of thin air. Some SCV websites claim Company D, 34th Texas, included a black third sergeant named James Washington and was led by a Hispanic captain named Jose Rodriguez. The Texas branch of the SCV even named an award after Washington that is given to minority high school students. No documentation is cited, or apparently exists, to confirm a Washington ever served in the unit let alone was a sergeant. However, the rank facilitates the SCV’s claim that African Americans achieved higher ranks in the Confederate army than in the United States Army. Similarly, the company had no Jose Rodriguez on its muster roles, let alone a captain. The only unit history of the 34th makes no mention of either of these individuals despite including a roster of the entire unit. At present Washington appears to have been entirely invented sometime in the last forty years. Some evidence that a Sergeant James Washington existed may conceivably appear in the future, but for now, he appears to be yet another fabrication.32

      While some tales of black Confederates do not appear to have any primary sources attached to them at all, subtler means of manufacture are more common. The sloppy use of superficial or selective facts without looking at underlying causes is a form of historical fabrication common among neo-Confederates. Seekers of black Confederates rarely bother to look at the motives of the men they cite as veterans and often ignore counterevidence. They usually attempt to establish enslaved people’s work for the Confederacy and equate it to support for the failed state. A belief that enslaved people were happy and maintained friendly ties with their owners without evidence or critical analysis runs throughout the search for black Confederates. For example, American studies professor Jay Hoar argues that those chosen to act as servants near the front were slaves who “had shown a wiliness and adeptness for literacy and gentle manners, who had often won the hearts of their owner-employers and enjoyed positions of trust and privilege. Often they were treated as family.”33 To Hoar, loyal slaves not only demonstrated their commitment to the Confederacy but also showed how kind their owners were.

      Putting aside the absurdity of the term “owner-employer” and focusing on Hoar’s evidence makes clear that examining the opinions of ex-slaves was not on the author’s agenda. For example, Hoar cites William Henry Singleton as a “Black Confederate.”34 Fortunately, Singleton’s life is well documented, and he even wrote a memoir. Singleton’s memories of his wartime experience were quite different than the narrative Hoar presents. In reality, he did not have great feelings for his master, nor was he allowed to read. In fact, Singleton later wrote, he “was whipped simply because it was thought I had opened a book.” Nor was Singleton treated like family, though he may have been just that—Singleton claimed to be the son of his master’s brother. His parentage meant that because he “continually remind[ed] them of something they wanted to forget[, his] master sold [Singleton] to get [him] out of the way” when Singleton was about four years old.35 He accompanied a Confederate unit at the start of the war after he begged to be allowed to go with an officer, as he “wanted to learn how to drill.” He did not, however, want to drill Confederate soldiers. As soon as the unit arrived near the front, Singleton ran away and formed a company of formerly enslaved men, drilling them himself; his unit eventually was accepted into the 35th United States Colored Infantry. He fought for the United States for the rest of the war, rising to the rank of sergeant.36 In no way was his accompanying his master to war “a matter of pride” for Singleton, but rather a means of escape.37

      After the war, Singleton was unable to return home to North Carolina because “the Klu Klux Klan said they would shoot” him. Still, Singleton celebrated that he “saw the boys of my race take their place in the armies of the Republic and help save freedom for the world.” He was proud of his part in ending slavery, writing later, “As a slave I was only property, something belonging to somebody else. I had nothing I could call my own. Now I am treated as a man. I am a part of society.”38 Singleton’s memories of the war contradicted the Lost Cause narrative that Hoar embraced. Singleton would have objected to Hoar’s characterization of him as a “centenarian Gray,” especially given that he died of a heart attack shortly after participating in a Grand Army of the Republic parade, at the age of 103 in ninety-degree heat, presumably still wearing his blue uniform. There was a reason he received a United States pension and not a Confederate one.39

      Singleton was not the only enslaved person who saw accompanying troops to the front as a way to escape. Judging from escaped slave advertisements, it seems that posing as a free person of color to be hired as a cook or body servant may have been a common way for enslaved people to reach Union lines.40 Indeed, requesting to accompany the Confederate army, especially after the Emancipation Proclamation, likely raised the suspicions of slave-owners. At the very least, enslavers feared this method of escape, constantly suggesting it as a probable means of disguise for runaways. The historical record provides far more examples of cooks and body servants using their proximity to escape than examples of them claiming to support the Confederacy.41

      Singleton is not the only United States soldier who has retroactively been transformed into a Confederate war hero. A cropped and photoshopped image of a group of United States Colored Troops taken in Philadelphia has been widely circulated online as a photographic proof of black Confederates.42 Turning US Army troops into black Confederates helps erase African American participation in the Union war effort, just as Julian Carr attempted to erase black troops by portraying the conflict as being only between whites.

      This erasure of black soldiers in the US Army can be seen in the 2012 Union County monument to “pensioners of color.” Though officially “In Honor Of Courage & Service By All African-Americans During The War Between The States (1861–65),” no mention is made of the African Americans from Union County who joined the United States Army, of which there were at least fifteen.43 Instead, only those who supposedly “served with honor” in the Confederate army were commemorated.44 By focusing on black Confederates, neo-Confederates still deflect attention from black southerners who opposed the Confederacy, allowing the conflict to appear as solely a sectional one.

      Tales of African Americans supporting Confederate soldiers helped depict former Confederates heroically. Indeed, the common trope of slaves bringing the bodies of their masters home not only disguised the horrors of slavery but also demonstrated white sacrifice being appreciated by loyal slaves. As Micki McElya argues, “Enslaved people appeared faithful and caring not because they had to be or were violently compelled to be, but because their fidelity was heartfelt and indicative of their love for and dependence on their owners. At their core, stories of faithful slavery were expressions of the value, honor, and identity of whites.”45 Black Confederates are now similarly used to portray Confederate soldiers as worthy of admiration by all Americans.

      The fabrication of black Confederates served to aid in the forgetting of awkward facts, but not just about the cause of the war. Lost Cause proponents have long avoided anything that might tarnish the legacy of Confederate soldiers, relying instead on widespread acceptance of “the alleged nobility of losers in a desperate struggle.”46 To that end, historians of memory have noted how memories that were “not conventionally heroic” were largely forgotten.47 Scholars have also begun examining how race and racism shaped the Confederate war effort, revealing that both were central to the cause and conduct of Confederate soldiers.48 As Mark Grimsley so aptly puts it, “Just as racism had helped to create the conflict, it also played a part in shaping it.”49

      On April 20, 1864, the Union-held town of Plymouth, North Carolina, fell. Overrun by Confederate infantry, United States soldiers surrendered en masse. Not all prisoners were treated equally. While the exact number remains unknown—estimates range from fifty to five hundred—numerous black prisoners of war were killed trying to surrender or were executed in the battle’s immediate aftermath.50 It was an act of terror, meant to ensure that African Americans stayed in their place. Eight days earlier, at Fort Pillow, Nathan Bedford Forrest’s men killed hundreds of black US Army recruits, many of them as they tried to surrender. While not as well known as the Fort Pillow massacre, Plymouth was one of many racial massacres Confederate soldiers committed. At the Crater, Poison Springs, Olustee, Fort Pillow, and countless other smaller incidents, whenever Confederate troops came into battle with black troops, the likelihood of POWs being murdered increased.51

      Rampant racism within the slaveholding South motivated the killing of black POWs. Antebellum southern culture provided guidance on how to respond to African Americans who opposed white control. In the eyes of Confederate soldiers, violence against the black body was the appropriate way to control African Americans. It is hardly surprising that people raised in a society that taught children it was acceptable to whip, brand, and rape slaves at will would react to armed black men with the type of violence usually reserved for a slave insurrection. Indeed, to white southerners, formerly enslaved men making war on the Confederacy appeared like a slave rebellion. It was even official Confederate policy that neither black prisoners nor their white officers were to be treated as POWs, and that the officers were to be punished as if “engaged in exciting servile insurrection.”52 In the eyes of Confederates, white officers leading black troops were on the same level as John Brown. Consider Nathan Bedford Forrest, who made his fortune selling slaves, then was in command at the most notorious racial massacre of the war, and finally became the head of the Ku Klux Klan. Within this single man’s life, the continued impact can be seen of generations being taught that “the power of the master must be absolute, to render the submission of the slave perfect.”53

      Though some white southerners, fearing retaliation, denied that the massacre at Plymouth had occurred, other participants had no qualms boasting about it. One Confederate bragged in a letter to his father that his “brigade never takes any negro prisoners. Our soldiers would not even bury the Negroes.” His father, feeling no embarrassment in his son’s behavior, sent the account to the local paper for publication.54 Still, despite participants bragging, some scholars still have denied racial killings occurred at Plymouth and other localities.55 Denials of racial violence ring false to any real critical examination of the war. Even Edward Pollard, one of the foremost early Lost Cause proponents in Virginia, acknowledged that Confederate soldiers “maddened by the sight of negro troops” may have disobeyed orders at Fort Pillow and killed surrendering soldiers. Victim-blaming or hinting that the black soldiers’ failure to surrender before the battle was responsible for any overreach by Confederates—a claim that would never be made about white troops refusing to surrender—appears frequently in assertions of innocence.56

      The killing of surrendered soldiers does not fit within the memory of the Lost Cause, which still glorifies the gallantry with which Confederates fought. As Gregory Urwin points out, the forgetfulness of racial atrocity “was deliberately nurtured by the men who lost the war as they schemed to cheat their black neighbors of the fruits of emancipation,” and that forgetting continues.57 Massacres and racial animosity have been covered over with a fabricated memory of heroic gentlemanly valor. Indeed, after White House chief of staff John Kelly caused controversy in 2017 for calling Robert E. Lee “an honorable man,” Allen Guelzo declared that Kelly had been right, as “no one was ever able to accuse [Lee] of ordering wartime atrocities.” Though an authority on Gettysburg, Guelzo ignored Lee’s historical connections to racial atrocities, including allowing his men to kidnap free African Americans to be sold into slavery during his invasion of Pennsylvania. While it is perhaps true that no written orders survived with Lee’s name on them, scholars have shown that Lee almost certainly knew and made no effort to stop the actions of his men. Indeed, his second in command, James Longstreet, even issued orders regarding kidnapped civilians.58 The erasure of atrocities worked in tandem with the expunging of black troops from the dominant narrative of the war to create a heroic conflict between white belligerents. Today, the inclusion of black Confederates makes racial massacres like Fort Pillow and Plymouth seem like the tragic “incidents” of any war, which inevitably include “some depredations,” and not racially motivated war crimes that were a product of culture and policy.59

      The effects of racism on the war’s conduct were widespread. For example, the Confederacy’s refusal to treat black prisoners equally led to the collapse of the Dix-Hill Cartel, which had lessened the suffering of prisoners by establishing a prisoner exchange. After the cartel was suspended, the need to house the ever-increasing number of unexchanged prisoners led to the creation of death traps like Andersonville Prison, where 12,920 (just under 29 percent) of prisoners died. It was no accident that Confederate veterans were defensive of Andersonville’s legacy.60 Explanations for the end of the prisoner exchange provide yet another example of fabrication. Accusations that Grant callously ended the cartel to gain a strategic advantage ignore chronology, as he was not yet in charge of US policy when the exchange ceased. There was a reason why a common refrain at Confederate monument dedications, Memorial Day ceremonies, and reunions was “No nation rose so white and fair, or fell so pure of crimes.”61 Avoiding blame for any unnecessary suffering became a pillar of Lost Cause narratives that celebrated the moral superiority of whites. A denial of war crimes, especially racially motivated ones, remains central to remembering Confederate soldiers as noble in their conduct.

      How courageously and honorably Confederates fought matters. Neo-Confederates are reliant upon a narrative of heroic deeds in their defense of both the Confederate flag and the monuments that Carr and his associates erected. When defenders of the Confederate flag declare that they are not celebrating the cause but rather the courage and valor of their ancestors, it is dependent on an agreement that such courage existed and that their conduct was untarnished. As one 1947 defender of Forrest claimed, any southerner who attacked Confederate behavior at Fort Pillow “denounced his ancestors.”62 The death of prisoners due to racial animus contradicts modern variations of the Lost Cause narrative that deny white supremacy’s role in the war as well as older versions that openly espoused white supremacy. Just as the cause of the war, dissent, desertion, the horrors of slavery, murders, guerrilla conflict, torture, and the suffering of prisoners were erased from the “true history” of the war, so too were battlefield massacres. One major stumbling block for Lost Cause advocates wishing to engage in honest considerations of white southern racial views during the war is that such views led to racial massacres, thus undermining arguments that their ancestors fought nobly, even if for a bad cause.

      This denial of the horrors of war and of racism’s role in propagating atrocity has helped create a nostalgia for what was actually a terribly destructive conflict. In 1915, the Asheville Weekly Citizen published an article claiming that “incendiarism, rapine, plundering, the killing of prisoners and the slaughter of civilians were not ordinary accompaniments of raid and invasion during the war” and that “the performance on the Confederate side, at least, was strictly in accordance with the laws of war.” Although the author admitted, “It was the presence of colored troops at Fort Pillow and elsewhere that put the humanity of the Confederates to the sternest test,” the article claimed that the Confederacy’s threat to kill white officers of black regiments “was never carried out.” Assertions that Confederates always treated injured soldiers well and respectfully buried black troops and their officers are contradicted by firsthand accounts given by Confederates themselves. Only by erasing racial massacres, however, could the newspaper claim that “no war ever furnished more stories of friendly relations between combatants.” Through forgetting and a fabricated past, America’s bloodiest war became America’s friendliest.63

      Black Confederates are part of this erasure of the worst parts of the war. A belief in black Confederates allows neo-Confederates to deny both that their ancestors held racist views and that those views shaped Confederate conduct. Some neo-Confederates even absurdly argue that Forrest, slave trader and Klan leader that he was, should actually be seen as a “the first true civil rights leader.” This claim is accompanied by factually incorrect assertions that the Confederate Army included “Black Southern Patriots, defending a free nation they firmly believed would one day offer them freedom and bring them into the bosom of the greatest Christian society every built.”64

      Black troops and racial massacres are still often overlooked and underemphasized in military histories. In a recent synthetic operational history of the war, the United States Colored Troops, which made up almost 10 percent of the US Army by war’s end, only appear a couple of times in over five hundred pages. The Fort Pillow massacre is only mentioned in passing—in a quote, with no contextualization—when discussing why white soldiers from Wisconsin killed Confederate prisoners.65 This is not a neo-Confederate work, addressing slavery as the cause of the war, rejecting a “Sambo” interpretation of slavery where the antebellum South was a place of “racial harmony,” and tearing apart Lost Cause depictions of Grant the butcher and Sherman the home burner. Still, race is all but missing from the book’s otherwise excellent discussion of the actual military conflict.66 This reflects larger issues in the historiography, as white supremacists’ old presentations of the war as a conflict between whites are still often mirrored in military histories, even those that are otherwise excellent at dismantling elements of the Lost Cause. By focusing exclusively on white troops or white veterans, historians of Union forces can unintentionally further this mythology’s growth.

      Though many historians shrug off accounts of black Confederates as hogwash, unworthy of study, they continue to be propagated, and not just on neo-Confederate websites. In 2010, controversy erupted when Virginia parents realized that a fourth-grade textbook claimed that there were thousands of black Confederates, including “two black battalions under the command of Stonewall Jackson.”67 The propagation of such myths should hardly have been surprising. Bookstores, including Barnes & Noble, still regularly carry James and Walter Kennedy’s neo-Confederate scree The South Was Right! on their shelves. The book, written by men openly connected to the white nationalist League of the South, rejects slavery as the cause of the war, denies that slavery was premised on terror, and lists “Black Confederate Patriots.”68 Instead of scholarly history, readers learn about how we should “recognize African servitude as positive contribution to the development of America.” In fairness, most neo-Confederate arguments are not so overtly proslavery as the Kennedys’, but that does not mean they are not still racially problematic. While the overtly racist The South Was Right! snidely states that black Confederates “may prove a little embarrassing to those who claim that the North was fighting for blacks,” tales of black Confederates also allow some Americans to celebrate Confederate soldiers without perceiving themselves as racist.69 Indeed, it has become clear that the proliferation of proponents of black Confederates comes out of an “apparent desire to openly admire the Confederacy without appearing to favor a white supremacist society.”70

      Modern attempts to separate the Confederacy from racism extend into how neo-Confederates recall postwar commemorations of the war. Ahistorical claims that Confederate commemorations never had anything to do with racism ignore the Lost Cause’s historical ties to white supremacy. As noted in earlier chapters, during the first half of the twentieth century, white supremacy was closely connected to celebrating the Confederacy; this remained true into the second half of the century as well. In 1955, at a Confederate Memorial Day ceremony in a Dunn, North Carolina, cemetery, Congressman F. Ertel Carlyle declared to a crowd of over one thousand that “while the Civil War was fought many years ago, we may perhaps today be facing some of the same trying principles that faced our grandfathers” before complaining about the Supreme Court “using authority it does not have: that it is unsurping [sic] in authority and is treading on the rights of the individual states.” His allusion to court-ordered desegregation after Brown v. Board of Education was not missed by the audience. “He obviously was referring to the segregation issue,” reported Lumberton, North Carolina’s, Robesonian. Carlyle was not using just any public forum to mention his political agenda; he rhetorically connected the Confederacy and segregation, saying, “God forbid that we should limit our honor of our beloved dead to monuments and speeches. We must honor them by lives of patriotism and unselfish service to our state and to our country, and for the principles which we know to be good and enduring.” For Carlyle, Confederate memory served as a rallying point to resist integration through appeals to states’ rights.71

      The rewriting of the cause of the war to be about states’ rights remained useful to white supremacists throughout the civil rights movement. A century after Appomattox, segregationists used the Confederate flag as a symbol of their resistance. The banner celebrated white heroes who fought to hold up a way of life that kept whites on top, and Confederates were recalled as champions of states’ rights—the same legal argument that segregationists championed in resisting integration. In 1957, in the midst of debates over federal civil rights legislation, one North Carolinian compared Senator Sam Ervin’s opposition to the bill with the service of Confederate soldiers, seeing both as part of a long, ongoing fight to protect states’ rights. Indeed, states’ rights became nearly synonymous with segregation.72

      Fears of federal intervention in southern race relations ran so deeply among some white southern politicians that states’ rights became an all-encompassing creed. Ironically, a devotion to such rhetoric led South Carolina senator and ardent segregationist Strom Thurmond to oppose federal pensions for the last three men claiming to be Confederates—all of whom were frauds—on the grounds that such a move might invite “the encroachment of the federal government of state concern.”73 In yet another twist of memory, neo-Confederates now occasionally claim that a 1958 act authorizing pensions for Confederate widows and veterans proves that Confederate soldiers were actually US veterans. Not only is using Congress’s opinion of the past a dubious approach to history, but the fact remains that no actual Confederate soldier ever legally received a federal pension for his Confederate service. Memory keeps evolving, based on the needs of the present. For example, in a move that would have horrified the founders of the UDC, who had been devoted to racial purity, Strom Thurmond’s interracial daughter, her existence a closely held secret until his death, applied to join the organization in the early 2000s. The Daughters reportedly welcomed her application. Change comes slowly, though—Georgia’s division of the UDC only gained their first African American member in 2014.74

      Even as celebrating the Confederacy was being used to justify inequality, alternative memories of the war were used to demand desegregation. Ironically, a white southerner, President Lyndon Baines Johnson, provides one of the clearest examples of a countermemory, using Confederate defeat to highlight the need for the Voting Rights Act. Speaking to Congress in support of the bill in March 1965, Johnson noted, “At times, history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in man’s unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox.” It was no accident that he tied Lee’s surrender to “man’s unending search for freedom.” He went on to note how the promise of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation remained unfulfilled. Later that year, Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act by symbolically recalling the destruction of slavery, holding the signing ceremony 104 years to the day after Lincoln signed the First Confiscation Act, which provided freedom to enslaved people impressed to work for the Confederacy. A precursor to the Emancipation Proclamation, the act provided a legal justification to begin freeing slaves. Johnson made the symbolism clear, signing the act during a ceremony similar to Lincoln’s over a century earlier, even holding it in the same room. He addressed the press in front of a bust of Lincoln, and in case this was too subtle, Johnson’s press secretary, Bill Moyers, draw attention to the parallels between the two events.75

      Historical memories that upheld specific racial identities and ideologies influenced and were influenced by party realignment. After signing the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Johnson prophetically told Moyers, “I think we just delivered the South to the Republican party for a long time to come”76 A long process of party realignment that began during the Roosevelt administration continued over the second half of the twentieth century, as Republicans increasingly took on the mantle of conservativism while the Democrats became known as a liberal party. Johnson’s embrace of civil rights in 1964 accelerated this process, as seen by former Dixiecrat presidential candidate Strom Thurmond defecting to the Republican Party. In 1972, Nixon got four-fifths of white southerners’ votes, winning the old Confederacy through racist appeals under his “southern strategy.” A change in rhetoric accompanied the political shifts. After the failure of the short-lived States Rights Democratic Party, or Dixiecrat party, in 1948, appeals to “states’ rights” increasingly became a tool of Republicans as party realignment progressed and the federal government increasingly sought to protect the civil rights of African Americans.77

      As overt racism became increasingly frowned upon, appeals to states’ rights became crucial dog whistles—code words—for white supremacy. For example, Ronald Reagan began his 1980 presidential campaign just outside Philadelphia, Mississippi, infamous for the lynching of three civil rights workers in 1964, declaring that he “believed in states’ rights.” During the campaign, Jimmy Carter complained that Reagan’s use of the term was just a thinly veiled appeal to racism.78 Despite claims by the Reagan administration that its appeals to states’ rights were “part of a broad effort by the White House to resurrect and upgrade the doctrine of states’ rights [and] change states’ rights from a discredited code word for racial discrimination into the guiding principle of intergovernmental relations,” leading Republicans knew better.79 Lee Atwater, one of Reagan’s senior advisers, acknowledged that Republicans used “coded racism” to win elections. In an off-the-record interview in 1981, Atwater admitted that appeals to racism had become more “abstract” as white supremacy became a dirty word. He explained, “By 1968 you can’t say ‘nigger’—that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract. Now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, blacks get hurt worse than whites.” Atwater wanted to erase the taint of being called a racist while maintaining a constituency by using appeals to “economic issues.” Similar campaigns decrying welfare fraud—which occurs at significantly lower levels than Confederate pension fraud did—continue Atwater’s approach today.80 Today, myths of black Confederates help separate dog whistles from their actual meaning, absolving appeals to racial identity and Confederate heritage from the taint of racism.

      Lost Cause advocacy efforts have helped obscure the widespread belief in white supremacy held by southern whites during the antebellum, Jim Crow, and civil rights eras and the impact of those beliefs on Americans of all races. Instead of acknowledging a long history of whites violently supporting white supremacy, some modern Lost Cause supporters use tales of black Confederates to portray the racism that has historically been common among white southerners as abnormal aberrations, backward views that had little impact on society. In reality, the racism that justified and defended slavery with terror and atrocity survived beyond the last fake Confederate veteran. As many Black Lives Matter activists have tried to highlight in the twenty-first century, a society that has a history of controlling people of color with violence does not change its ways overnight. The same white supremacist ideology, or an evolution of it, that supported the use of violence against slaves also justified racial massacres during the war. Similar racist beliefs as to what constituted acceptable behavior and the appropriate response to African Americans who stepped out of their place survived beyond the war. White supremacist worldviews justified Klan killings during Reconstruction, lynching during the Jim Crow era, and the use of billy clubs, firehoses, and dogs on civil rights activists in the 1950s and ’60s. Fear of black men causing whites to resort quickly to violence has a historical precedent that predated the war but survives today. That same strand of cultural continuity continues with the disproportionate police shootings of black men. In other words, the modern Lost Cause narrative largely overlooks not only the racism within the war but also the conflict’s and slavery’s continuing and disturbing impacts on American race relations.

      The annual reunions of the United Confederate Veterans (UCV) were major events in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Cities lobbied to hold them, and at their peak they attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors.81 In 1929, Charlotte, North Carolina, hosted the annual event, drawing former Confederates from around the country. Among the thousands of white Confederate veterans attending could be a found a handful of former slaves. The attendance of former slaves is perhaps the most confusing “evidence” of supposed progressive race relations in the Jim Crow South that seekers of black Confederates cite. Though these men are portrayed by neo-Confederates as veterans treated as equals by their white comrades, the reality was quite different. An examination of reunions shows that the racial hierarchy that Julian Carr and other former Confederates desired was not undermined but rather reinforced by the attendance and limited participation of a few former slaves.

      Numerous aspects of the Charlotte reunion made clear that white attendees did not embrace equality. The governor of North Carolina declared to attendees that the aftermath of the war “was a long and bitter struggle and by the end of the century hope had returned and victory was in sight. And this story of the rebuilding of the south, carried on in the face of almost heartbreaking difficulties forms one of the most glorious chapters in the history of the Anglo-Saxon race.” Another address, by the commander in chief of the UCV, similarly lauded the overturn of Reconstruction to “save civilization.” A monument was even dedicated that celebrated Reconstruction’s end and the preservation of “Anglo-Saxon Civilization.”82

      A close look at the small number of ex-slaves and the treatment they received also provides compelling evidence that Confederate veterans meant to reify white supremacy at the reunion. Often called “Uncle,” these elderly black men were frequently described as an “old-time southern darkey” or a “colorful old darkey.” Like Class B pensioners, newspapers held them up nostalgically as relics from a better time or remnants of a dying breed of African American who still knew his place.83 Newspaper articles from the reunion even recounted a “negro who stayed a slave” continuing to serve his master by choice after emancipation.84

      Uncle Steve Eberhart was described as the “most colorful of all” the attendees at the Charlotte reunion. He dressed in military regalia with every sort of embellishment, “enough medals and badges to outfit two or three Central American generals,” wore a top hat covered in feathers, and even had tiny Confederate flags flying off his shoulders. Newspapers compared his absurd outfit to a “Christmas Tree.” He carried roosters under his arms, “in his character of chicken thief,” demonstrating how he caught them for his master during the war. Overly emotive, he claimed to have “remained loyal to his master” after the war, which helped account for why veterans from his home town of Rome, Georgia, paid for his annual trip. Over the years, his getup got progressively more absurd as he added additional ribbons, ropes, and medals. Supposedly, Eberhart even taught his rooster to crow “at every halt in the parade,” calling it “the rebel yell.”85

      As black pensioners had done in shaping their narratives, Eberhart was clearly twisting reality, playing a role for an audience. Eberhart’s real name was Steve Perry. Andy Hall has speculated that using a different name may be indicative of how much of a performance Perry was putting on by becoming Eberhart for white veterans.86 Perry clearly played a loyal slave stereotype when going as Eberhart, doing what W. J. Cash called “miming.”87 The former slaves attending the reunion in 1929 acted as simpletons, unable to read and write, but always ready to compliment the veterans. They spoke in pigeon English, constantly proclaiming the superiority of whites.88 At the mention of Henry Grady, for whom Eberhart sometimes claimed to have been a valet, he “jumped to his feet, shouted and clapped his hands, hugged himself until he grunted and then exclaimed as tears rolled down his cheeks: ‘Lordy white folks, I had the extinguished honor to dust off Mr. Grady’s coat and black his shoes.’” As part of acting like an ideal ex-slave, he made sure to show white observers that he remained obedient long after slavery ended, even loudly proclaiming himself to be a “lily white Democrat.”89 His thank-you card for those white citizens who paid for his trip to a reunion in Texas included the statement “I shall ever remain in my place, and be obedient to all the white people.”90
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        Steve Eberhart, circa 1910. (Courtesy of the Georgia Archives, Vanishing Georgia Collection)

      

      Perry and other black attendees mimicked the words of white Lost Cause advocates. At one reunion, UCV leader Julian Carr declared to Confederate veterans, “The emancipation proclamation was a curse to the country, for it destroyed a system of dripline in industry, civilization, morals for heathens of an inferior race without parallel.” Carr concluded, “America was a victim of social fanaticism; a million of choice citizens were disabled in a civil war in order to demolish the best school for black heathens ever organized and conducted.”91 At the Charlotte reunion, former slaves attending reportedly “proudly claim[ed] the title ‘white man’s nigger.’”92 Perry’s words, sincere or not, appealed to those enamored by the version of the past that Carr propagated.

      How sincere Perry was when giving Eberhart’s white supremacist views on race is unclear, but he obviously invented details to fit expectations. Aspects of his past changed between interviews, including the name of his owner and the number of reunions he had attended. In 1921, he claimed to have stayed with his master, Patrick Eberhart, ever since the war, but three years earlier, in 1918, he had reportedly been owned by the late James T. Moore. That year, the Moore family paid for his trip to the reunion. Other times, he claimed to have worked for additional individuals.93 We know little about his life before 1865, though at various times he claimed to have served in Florida, Georgia, and Virginia.94 Much like the last Confederate veterans, his age also changed over time. While he was likely born sometime in the late 1840s or early 1850s, once he began playing the role of Uncle Eberhart, his age began increasing faster than most people’s. By 1918, he was publicly claiming to have been born in 1838. In Charlotte, his claims of being a centenarian helped him stand out from other “servants” attending the reunion. Two years later, he reportedly told one newspaper that he was 92 and another that he was 101.95 Whether newspapers mangled his story or he told them different things remains unknown.

      Like Wiley Blackburn, Perry used his performances of being less intelligent and loyal to profit, a fact that veterans recognized. Called a “slavery time darkey character” and known as “the mascot of the Confederate Veterans of Rome,” it was an open secret that “in his attempts to attend every reunion of the Boys in Gray [Perry] collects a lot of money under various false pretenses, and gets away with it.” White observers knew his kowtowing was just a performance, with one noting that “he carries himself with an erectile strut that immediately becomes a dissembling shamble when he wants to pass around the hat.”96 That his minstrel show might just be a performance did not matter to the audience, who found him comical and entertaining in ways that reinforced their racial expectations. The clearly exaggerated act also demonstrated his reliance on whites, thus demonstrating their power.

      Perry’s deference and performance as the bumbling loyal slave, morally less developed than white people, was lucrative. According to one account of him, “These old veterans all know Steve, as do their sons and daughters, and it’s not often that he returns home without some evidence of their kindly remembrance and regard.” Gifted with clothing, money, and free trips, he also gained social capital.97 But the fact that at times he was treated better by the veterans than other African Americans does not mean that he was treated equally. Neither Perry nor former Confederates pretended that the veterans saw him as an equal.

      Scholars have recognized that African Americans and whites “did not gather at reunions and other public events as equals” but instead that the UCV “used these occasions to reinforce the racial hierarchy.”98 Even during the parade, former slaves were segregated; instead of parading with their state’s delegation, the former slaves “trailed” the procession of veterans as a separate group at the end, clearly relegated to an inferior status. In melodramatic fashion, the former slaves were “the most emotional” participants of Charlotte’s parade.99 Only old, clownish African Americans vocally loyal to whites and accepting an inferior status were invited to participate and receive the spoils. During the 1931 Richmond reunion, one former servant actually gave an impromptu speech. Ridiculously dressed like Eberhart with feathers in both his hat and pockets—it may have been Eberhart, had he shifted his age yet again—the man told the crowd, “I am one hundred and seven years old. I have always been a white folks nigger, and the Yankees can’t change me, suh.”100 Upheld as examples to other African Americans, these men provided a contrast with the noble Confederate veterans. Like tales of loyal slaves and Class B pensions, their presence and acceptance at reunions served to make Confederate soldiers even worthier of admiration.

      Attempts by African Americans to act like equals were unwelcome. William Mack Lee attended multiple Confederate reunions before being outed as a fraud in 1927 by Confederate Veteran after he claimed to have been friends with his supposed master, Robert E. Lee. Mack Lee tried to gain notoriety by being linked to a famous Confederate but overstepped the bounds of a proper slave in the eyes of ex-Confederates. The idea that Robert E. Lee, of all people, would be friends with a slave was tantamount to slander.101 Despite being exposed, Mack Lee continued to be invited to celebrations, including the unveiling of the largest monument to Robert E. Lee, the carving at Stone Mountain.102 Though modern scholars have also questioned his credentials, neither modern scholars nor the Confederate Veteran’s denouncement deterred the SCV from placing a Confederate marker on his grave in 2016.103 Like the fabricated stories that Julian Carr told, the story was too useful to modern political needs. In exchange for standing in as a loyal slave, Mack Lee continued to get to travel around the country and received a pension from the state of Virginia.104

      Most African Americans were not invited to participate in reunions. In 1903, for example, the UCV rejected the offer of unionized bands in New Orleans to provide the music for their upcoming reunion, instead paying significantly more to import out-of-town bands, all to avoid having black performers. The UCV’s refusal to “march behind negro bands” almost resulted in a general strike. In the end, no union bands performed in the parade, but the city’s other unions failed to boycott. Some veterans actually supported having black bands, but historian Mark Johnson points out that those veterans did so because they felt black performers “entailed no threat to white supremacy but instead might reinforce it.” Indeed, they compared the inclusion of black musicians entertaining veterans to happy slaves performing music for their masters.105

      Reunions were political events full of white supremacist politics. At an 1894 reunion, for example, Alabama senator John Morgan, a Confederate veteran himself, declared, “I hope to see the day when none but Americans, white men, shall be allowed to cast a ballot.”106 Whether white or black, those who challenged white supremacy were unlikely to be welcomed. Looking at reunions of guerrilla units, Matthew Hulbert found that the act of denouncing the Democratic Party led one former Confederate to be blacklisted from future events, while gunplay over a stolen pet raccoon was reported as a reflection of how the old veterans were colorful characters. The fate of the raccoon remains unknown.107

      While we often think of the Lost Cause as solely a product of whites, Eberhart, Class B pensioners, and ex-slaves at reunions shaped the Lost Cause and profited from it. Just as their attendance at reunions helped sculpt the memory of the war in the early twentieth century, so do the descendants of former slaves help rewrite the past today. Nelson Winbush, grandson of a former slave named Louis Napoleon Nelson, who also attended the Charlotte reunion, claimed in the early 2000s that “in the Confederate Army, blacks and whites as well as Indians fought together, prayed together and died together. They cared for each other. Everybody was family. The blacks who were left behind looked out for and guarded the misses and the children.”108 His claim might have surprised Confederate soldiers in 1864.109 Much like his ancestor, Winbush was feted by the SCV, whose white members now saw him as proof that they were not racist.

      The racism within the modern Lost Cause is not the same racism of Julian Carr that acknowledged its belief in white supremacy. Instead, the modern variation often upholds a twenty-first-century form of racism that denies it is even racist, failing to recognize the Lost Cause’s racially problematic roots and function. Indeed, it is with complete sincerity that the Lt. F. C. Frazier Camp of the Sons of Confederate Veterans can state that it “rejects any group whose actions demean or distort the image of the Confederate soldier’s good name, or their reasons for fighting. We do not support, condone, or embrace any group whose philosophy involves racism.”110 Many, perhaps most, SCV members who say they do not approve of white supremacy are not saying this in bad faith.

      Those who believe the Lost Cause narrative often do not recognize how the historical memory they propagate focuses almost entirely on white men. As Tara McPherson points out, the “overt images of blackness or explicit expressions of racism” of earlier white supremacists are often publicly rejected by today’s “neo-Confederates [who] focus almost exclusively on whiteness, albeit a whiteness that is naturalized and taken for granted.” With race not discussed, or explained away with tales of black Confederates, a focus on preserving “white masculinity” without using racialized language can at times provide a form of “covert racism” that proclaims ownership of the past without explicitly mentioning who is excluded.111

      While some may object to my use of the term “racist,” racism is not limited to an individual hatred due to skin tone but rather includes a series of beliefs and actions that supports and upholds structures that are oppressive to people of color, intentionally or not. Hate is not necessary for racism. The idea that Jim Crow and segregation were solely driven by hatred is mistaken. Julian Carr believed African Americans were inferior to him and that whites should be above them, but he did not have to hate anyone to hold those beliefs. As noted earlier, Carr frequently stated that he was “a friend of the negro” so long as every black man was “in his place.”112 White supremacist ideology has often been more about how society should be ordered than about hatred. A belief that racism is only a problem of the heart and does not include structures of society that privilege and oppress avoids addressing the legacy of America’s problematic history with race. Alexis Okeowo describes how there is a “peculiarity of racial relations in America, where a person who has racist beliefs believes himself to be absolved if he doesn’t consider himself racist.” Okeowo argues this modern-day “self-deception” is just a continuation of one that “has been around since Reconstruction, when Southern whites who considered themselves well meaning could perform charitable deeds for, or often hire, their black neighbors, as long as those black people knew their place and stayed there.”113 The Lost Cause narrative still often provides a basis for a worldview in which modern civil rights activists do not have legitimate reasons to protest.

      A white supremacist narrative of the past still grounds Confederate apologists’ remembrances in a subtler manner. Modern uses of the loyal slave and fabricated black Confederates continue to create an imagined old South without racial strife, which buttresses skewed views of Reconstruction. At the end of the nineteenth century, Julian Carr declared, “Take the ballot from the ignorant vicious negro and you will do more to restore the old-before-the-war feeling between the white man and the colored man than anything else that can be done.” His remembrance of Reconstruction as the cause of racial strife was key to his argument for disenfranchisement, paternalistically claiming that “for the Negro[’]s own good, I would therefore eliminate him from politics.”114 Without a positive version of slavery, a belief in racial superiority, and a negative construction of Reconstruction, Carr’s argument for how disenfranchisement would solve the problems of the South fell apart. Writing in 2001, Wayne Austerman, a proponent of black Confederates, still blamed “Reconstruction and the crude attempt at social engineering that accompanied it” for driving “a wedge between the races, inspiring far deeper bitterness and mistrust than ever had existed during the war. The appearance of hooded nightriders and the passage of Jim Crow law were two of the results.” While not necessarily celebrating the racial violence that ended Reconstruction, neo-Confederates often still excuse it as an inevitable result of the South losing and the North providing rights to blacks. The Lost Cause has remained tied to a conservative viewpoint, as both Carr’s and Austerman’s views were premised on a belief that African Americans were happy without the vote and their freedom should be considered less important than maintaining the status quo. Both put responsibility for racial strife upon northern interference in local southern matters. Both viewed antebellum race relations as something to aspire to, providing them with a regressive roadmap to achieving better race relations. Both prioritized peace for whites over justice and equality for African Americans.115

      There are two major versions of neo-Confederate memory, one of which denies ties to white supremacy. Today, many defenders of the Confederacy insist that secession, the war, and Confederate flags have no connections to upholding a racial hierarchy. In 2015, the chief of heritage operations for the SCV, Ben Jones (who played Cooter on Dukes of Hazzard), declared, “To those 70 million of us whose ancestors fought for the South, [the flag] is a symbol of family members who fought for what they thought was right in their time, and whose valor became legendary in military history. This is not nostalgia. It is our legacy.” This use of vague language sounds much like Carr’s description of the war, even as Jones claimed that “racists have appropriated and desecrated” Confederate symbols, which he believed had previously been pure from any stain of racism.116 The problem with such statements is that the Confederacy became “legendary” in part because of “what they thought was right in their time,” white supremacy.

      Though on the surface this seems a complete reversal, the new narrative serves many of the same purposes and still justifies policies that maintain inequality. Neo-Confederate historical narratives are used by conservative politicians to garner support for policies that are racially discriminatory in function if not design. Just as with Atwater in the 1980s, the racism is hidden in an “abstract” manner, allowing proponents to not even recognize racism’s role in their understanding of history or the world around them. It should not be surprising that the Lost Cause tends to support a conservative worldview that resists change and aims to preserve the privileges whites have held for centuries. It was no coincidence that during the 2016 election, Donald Trump supporters flew Confederate flags at rallies and Hillary Clinton’s did not. The Lost Cause has always been tied to efforts to maintain white privilege, and denying that whites have privilege helps maintain that privilege.

      The fabrication of the past paints a skewed picture of the present. The racism within the Trump campaign was not just a visceral hatred and fear of others—although that existed, too. Many voters were motivated by a less visible form of racism based on a historical narrative that told white voters that they were being discriminated against, even though study after study showed otherwise. Conservative rhetoric that white men are heavily discriminated against obscures reality but remains widely accepted. Fifty-four percent of Trump supporters saw discrimination against whites as a bigger issue than discrimination against racial minorities.117 For those who feel left behind economically, politically, or culturally, a version of the past that posits them and their racial group as the victims had a very real appeal. This sense of being left behind is often tied to a racial identity. In their eyes, they deserve more but have been denied it because of their race. For those who believe equality has already been achieved, movement toward greater equality provides the appearance of reverse discrimination. In reality, greater equality means less unshared privilege for those who are most advantaged. The Lost Cause facilitates a failure to recognize privilege. In essence, a fabricated history creates a false appearance of discrimination.118

      But not all neo-Confederates want to be separated from white supremacist and hate groups. A second strand of neo-Confederate memory embraces white supremacy and white nationalism. Neo-Confederate Facebook pages attract racist, anti-Semitic, and bigoted comments. Many of the most vehement pro-monument activists are also openly neo-Nazis, some bearing racist tattoos like the SS bolts. The overlap in membership and activism means that neo-Confederate heritage organizations—which have the appearance of just being about history—often serve as a gateway to extremist white supremacist organizations.119 Because “group membership, personal identity, and memory are mutually dependent,” narratives of the past provide a crucial means of radicalization.120

      The past has been weaponized, and historians must adapt to fight lies and fabricated memories. Technology has allowed a democratization of history but has also furthered the fabrication of the past. While online resources allow anyone to do research more easily, they also circumvent traditional guardians of quality like peer review and editors. Anyone can make up a story or interpretation without any critical consideration and post it online. Exaggerations and fabrications spread more easily, and the internet allows neo-Confederates to respond in alarming ways to scholars who disagree with them. Efforts to debunk black Confederates raise deep anger in some Confederate apologists, and scholars who have pushed back on these myths are frequently insulted online for their willingness to engage in debate.121 Attempts to silence critics harken back to the UDC’s attempts to limit what versions of the past could be recounted in the early twentieth century.

      Public outreach by historians is crucial. False narratives will not disappear just because historians speak out in academic monographs. Ultimately, blogging, popular histories, public lectures, working with museums and historic sites, and teaching in the classroom are all needed to counter these myths. Getting historians on local and state school boards or reaching out to public officials to make sure educational materials are accurate should be seen as a professional obligation. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Confederate veterans and their supporters demanded that white southerners “give our descendants a true history” of the war that uncritically celebrated the Confederacy.122 Historians must answer with our own demand that history, critical thought, and research dictate how we teach and recall the past instead of fabrications. Trained to consider the past objectively, historians often worry about being viewed as political, but when addressing objectively unhistorical narratives being used politically, efforts to correct the narrative cannot help but be political. Indeed, writing history remains as connected to politics today as it was in 1900.

    

  
    
      Epilogue

      Why the Lost Cause Still Needs to Lose

      On August 12, 2017, white supremacists converged on Charlottesville, Virginia, to protest the removal of a monument to Robert E. Lee. Counterprotesters decrying racism and the presence of Nazis took to the street. Violence ensued. Street fights that seemed to belong in 1930s Germany and not the twenty-first-century United States broke out in the normally quiet college town. Amid the chaos and violence, an act of terrorism was committed: a neo-Nazi drove a car into a crowd of counterprotesters, killing Heather Heyer and injuring nineteen others who were demonstrating against racism. Americans watched in horror as a white supremacist rally became a white supremacist terror attack.

      Many Americans, not just politicians, denounced the violence. In the aftermath of this racist act of terror, thousands of Americans tweeted the hashtag #ThisIsNotUS.1 The intent of the tweet was clear: we deny that your ideology belongs here. With the notable exception of the president, most major political figures rushed to condemn both the rally and the terror attack as un-American. Even Attorney General Jefferson Beauregard Sessions III, a man who is no stranger to accusations of racism himself, said, “When such actions arise from racial bigotry and hatred, they betray our core values.”2 But what are America’s core values?

      The problem with a hashtag like #ThisIsNotUS was not that it represented feel-good slacktivism but rather that it actively denied that racism remains a powerful force in the United States. While the intent was admirable and reminded the nation that many Americans reject racist ideologies, it denied an important historical reality by making white supremacist violence appear to be a fringe event in isolation from the rest of American society and history. Jelani Cobb accurately pointed out that a more appropriate hashtag would be “This is not who we want to be.”3 Though commentators claimed that racial violence was un-American, historically such violence has been profoundly American.

      Aspirations rarely meet reality. One of Sessions’s own namesakes, Jefferson Davis, led the Confederacy, a nation founded on the belief that races were not equal. In 1858, Davis argued that nonwhites were unable to make Democracy work because “that standard of civilization is above their race.”4 Sessions’s other namesake, Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard, ordered the first shots of a war to protect slavery. Indeed, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, white supremacy was a core value of many white southerners—and Americans, for that matter; these ideologies remained very much alive in 2017.5 Indeed, some Americans saw history as justifying the violence in Charlottesville. One self-described Nazi explained, “We are assembled to defend our history, our heritage and to protect our race to the last man,” a statement that would have fit in Julian Carr’s mouth a hundred years earlier.6

      Just as the views espoused by white supremacists were not new, so was the use of terror to maintain white supremacy not a historical aberration. Violence against people opposed to white supremacy goes back to the days of slavery, when the terror of the lash was used to control labor. Confederates fought a war in their effort to maintain white supremacy, during which they murdered African American prisoners of war. After the war, terrorism and vigilante violence were used to overthrow Reconstruction and reassert white supremacy. Lynching and race riots in the Jim Crow South were a form of terrorism meant to maintain control of African American populations. During the civil rights movement, government-sponsored violence against protestors of color, bombings of churches, and the assassinations of civil rights leaders and activists were all acts of terror meant to keep change from occurring. In 1995, the terrorists who killed 168 people, 19 children among them, and wounded over 600 in Oklahoma City had links to white supremacists as well. They were not alone. The 1996 Olympic bombing in Atlanta was committed by a white nationalist who also attacked abortion clinics and gay bars. The memory of the Confederacy and ideologies of white supremacy have long motivated terrorism. Two years before Charlottesville, a white supremacist inspired by southern history murdered nine African Americans praying at Charleston’s Emanuel AME Church.7

      White supremacists who rallied in Charlottesville felt like they belonged in America. For all their setbacks over the past 150 years, marchers believed they were still victorious enough to appear without hiding their faces. This feeling of empowerment did not just magically appear from the victory of Donald Trump nine months earlier, though his election surely reinforced it. Shouts of “Heil Trump” were just the most obvious connection between his presidency and a racialized ideology. Indeed, Trump rose to political prominence in large part due to his role in the birther movement, which could not fathom that a black man could be president, let alone an American. In an effort to delegitimize Barack Obama’s presidency, members of the Republican Party trafficked in repeatedly debunked conspiracy theories, capitalizing on racist expectations of what an “American” looked like. The white supremacists’ belief that they would not suffer consequences for their views came from four hundred years of history in which white supremacists had the privilege of not suffering consequences for their racist beliefs. As one white nationalist at Charlottesville said, “We just want to preserve what we have.”8 The catch, of course, was that what they had was premised on others not having it.

      Intentionally or not, Trump’s rhetoric, actions, and policies encouraged white supremacists. At the Charlottesville rally, David Duke, former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, declared that whites had voted for Trump because “he said he’s going to take our country back.” Trump’s statements after the rally further encouraged Duke. Trump asserted there was “violence on many sides,” resulting in criticism by politicians across the spectrum. After two days of equivocating and pressure from his staff and party, Trump finally declared that “this display of hatred, bigotry, and violence . . . has no place in America.” Two days later however, Trump walked back his second statement by saying there were “some very fine people” among the white nationalists in Charlottesville. Not surprisingly, Trump’s equivocating further encouraged white supremacists to see him as an ally.9

      Trump’s presidency did not create the white supremacist movement, nor is it coincidental that Confederate monuments still attract white supremacists. Celebrating white heroics was a major purpose in building Confederate monuments. Given that one of their original purposes was tied to a “heritage of hate,” we should hardly be surprised that monuments continue to be used to similar ends.10 These contests over monuments are symbolic of larger political fights, as some Americans seek to maintain both control of the landscape and a privileged status in society.

      Today, when cries of “Confederate heritage” are heard, Lost Cause memory is frequently being used to unite whites against perceived outsiders, just as it was in the early twentieth century. Instead of overt appeals to race, as occurred in 1898 and 1900, racism today often appears in Lee Atwater’s more “abstract” manner.11 For instance, during the 2017 Virginia gubernatorial race, Republican candidate Corey Stewart made the Confederate flag one of his main campaign issues, declaring, “It’s time that we embrace our history, we embrace our heritage and we take back Virginia.”12 Exactly whom they were taking the state back from and to whom that heritage belonged was left unsaid, but to a ballroom full of people in period garb, Stewart’s message was clear. His language could have come from the mouths of white supremacists during Reconstruction, the Jim Crow era, or the 1950s and ’60s. When Stewart stood in front of that Confederate flag, he was not appealing to middle-class black voters with conservative views on fiscal policy. The heritage invoked by Stewart, a Minnesotan by birth, was inherently racial and meant to attract votes from whites. Dog whistles, appeals to implicit biases, and the rhetoric of victimhood have become the calling card of the Republican Party since the party realignment that occurred in the second half of the twentieth century. In recent years, those appeals have often become less “abstract.”

      Politicians continue to weaponize the past to mobilize support through appeals to a shared identity and memory, just as they did in the 1890s. At an August 2017 rally, Donald Trump told a crowd of cheering fans that those wanting to remove Confederate monuments were “trying to take away our culture. They’re trying to take away our history,” and that the media was “trying to take away our history and our heritage.”13 Whose heritage was it? Trump’s family did not fight in the war—they still lived in Europe at the time. It seems unlikely that Trump was actually concerned about history, having never shown any affection for accurate history. In yet another example of fabrication, Trump invented an entire Civil War battlefield on one of his golf courses, even installing a plaque that bogusly claimed, “The casualties were so great that the water would turn red and thus became known as ‘The River of Blood.’”14 In his appeals to monuments just days after the Charlottesville attack, Trump mobilized heritage and white resentment for political gain. He used identity politics—in this case, a white racial identity—to rally his base.

      Not all supporters of Confederate monuments and flags are aware of the ties between these symbols, narratives of history, and white supremacy. Often, the connections between pro-Confederate rhetoric and race are not even clear to those who find Trump’s words appealing. The disassociation of the war from slavery, the whitewashing of how enslavement is recalled, the erasure of black troops, the celebration of states’ rights, and the heroization of Confederate soldiers all aid in disconnecting the Lost Cause from issues of race. The fact that Confederates were white becomes almost incidental, and with the invention of black Confederates, even that aspect of the past can be forgotten.

      Sometimes, however, white supporters employ the Lost Cause as a shared past, appealing to clannish racism in an overt fashion. Similar rhetoric about taking back the country can be seen in the Charleston shooter’s appeals to start a race war. As he reloaded during the June 17, 2015, massacre at Mother Emanuel Church in Charleston, South Carolina, the white terrorist told a survivor that he had “to do it” because African Americans “rape our women” and are “taking over our country.”15 The “our” clearly referred to white Americans. The rhetoric about using violence against African Americans to protect white women has not changed.16 That the shooter had a Confederate flag license plate and took photos of himself with the flag was not a coincidence. It is hardly surprising that someone who valorized fighting to protect white women attached himself to the Lost Cause, which also portrayed white men fighting nobly to protect home and hearth from invasion. Julian Carr’s explanation that black rapists caused lynching would fit right into the shooter’s mouth. Those who erected Confederate monuments wanted to leave their descendants a “legacy” and “heritage” of a white-controlled South where white supremacy reigned supreme. Efforts to maintain a South that privileged whites was justified by a specific historic memory that blended facts with misinterpretation, exaggeration, outright lies, and wishful thinking. As seen in both Charlottesville and Charleston, the Lost Cause’s lies still have deadly consequences.

      Whether Charlottesville and Charleston will be turning points in the fight over the symbolic landscape or one step in a longer process remains unclear. What to do with monuments remains a problem without a clear solution. Even among those who recognize that these monuments are connected to white supremacy, there remains no consensus. Some want to maintain them as a tool to educate the public about America’s history of white supremacy, while others wish to tear them down. While the destruction of monuments might obscure the long history of using the Confederacy to justify Jim Crow and segregation, leaving them up maintains a narrative that celebrates selective parts of the past and can at times support white supremacy. It seems unlikely that any one solution will be used everywhere. Some locations are pursuing contextualization through interpretive signage providing the history of a monument, while others may try to turn monuments into memorials through the addition of new plaques or inscriptions. Each community and monument is distinct. A monument sends a different message in front of a courthouse than it does in a cemetery. Perhaps some communities will do as Lithuania did in creating a “Stalin World,” where Soviet-era monuments were collected and placed together in a park for visitors to learn about the period.17 Who is included in the process of determining each monument’s future is a continuation of earlier struggles over access to the ballot and inclusion in the political process.

      Augmenting Confederate monuments by placing a parallel memory for African Americans next to them seems unlikely to solve these controversies. Allowing two histories to exist side by side is not an easy process because it creates a contradictory commemorative landscape. For example, in 2005, the University of North Carolina put up a memorial to its “unsung founders—the people of color bound and free—who helped build the Carolina that we cherish today.” A black granite table surrounded by five seats is held up by tiny bronze figurines representing the slaves and free people of color who helped build the school. The monument was an abject failure. Its location just a few hundred feet from the much larger Confederate memorial (pulled down in 2018) presented a stark contrast in visual and symbolic importance. Even without the juxtaposition, the monument would have remained problematic. Many students failed to even recognize that it was a memorial, sitting on the chairs and unknowingly kicking the tiny figures holding the table up. Instead of a place to sit and contemplate the role of slavery at the state’s premier university, it was used as a place to eat lunch or change a baby’s diaper.18 The memorial has, not surprisingly, been viewed as unequal and tokenistic.

      Still, any monument celebrating nineteenth-century African American resistance to white supremacy will inherently challenge the Lost Cause. As seen throughout this book, controlling the past is not just about remembering one’s heroic ancestors but about determining what others can commemorate as well. In 1988, with no trace of irony, the commander in chief of the Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV) told a historian that advocating for new monuments honoring United States Colored Troops would “further racial divisions,” while the organization simultaneously pushed narratives about “Black Confederates.”19 This situation is testament to the stakes and the inability of two fundamentally contradictory narratives to coexist. Long before Barack Obama’s 2017 designation of the Reconstruction Era National Monument, the SCV had opposed efforts to create a national monument devoted to Reconstruction. For example, in 2010, a member of the SCV told a journalist reporting on an earlier proposal that “if the park service is talking about opening a site to celebrate Reconstruction, we’re going to have a hard time with that. What was done to the South was horrible.”20 A park celebrating black accomplishments and freedom, many of which were overturned during “Redemption,” would have undermined the Lost Cause version of the past that presented Reconstruction’s excesses as the cause of racial strife today. The same SCV member’s declaration the he felt “no shame or regret over the action those men took” to overturn Reconstruction might have been challenged by a national historic site that discussed how those actions included voter fraud, vigilante violence, torture, murder, and terrorism.21 The SCV’s commander in chief emeritus wanted any such site to recount “how the United States Congress illegally passed the 14th Amendment that was designed to punish the South.”22 To him, the South included only southern whites, and requiring equal protection under the law was a punishment to southerners. Indeed, maintaining a commemorative landscape that only celebrates white heroes continues to allow neo-Confederates to see themselves as having a unique claim on the South inherited from their ancestors.

      The Lost Cause relies upon a form of cultural exclusion that continues to divide Americans. Its narrative celebrates white accomplishments by portraying white men as superhuman in their valor, endurance, and accomplishments. The complete erasure of any flaw in the Confederacy and simultaneous snubbing of African American agency leaves southern history the heroic realm of white people. The exclusionary nature of our commemorative landscape reflects the historical power dynamics in the South.

      Historians can accidently contribute to this exclusion at times. Scholars still routinely use “southerner” as shorthand for white southerner or even white Confederate-supporting southerner. This often negatively impacts their interpretation of the past.23 In 2017, a professor of history told a reporter that “if there’s something the generation that put up (the monuments) could all agree on, it was that [Confederate monuments] were testaments to the men who fought and did their duty.” In reality, these monuments have divided communities since their erection. Statements that a generation “could all agree on” the need for Confederate monuments erases African Americans and others who opposed them. Indeed, some African Americans felt that the United Daughters of the Confederacy should not even be allowed to exist, given that they were essentially honoring treason. Continuing his erasure of nonwhite Americans, the historian celebrated Confederate monuments as “part of the reunification of our country,” providing another example of an exclusionary “our.”24

      The modern Lost Cause narrative supports ideologies that justify opposing active efforts to address racism within society. An understanding of the past that fails to include African Americans as historically disadvantaged and discriminated against provides the historical underpinnings for inaccurate beliefs that white men are victims of reverse discrimination. Presenting racism as solely a product of individual bigotry and not a product of history helps maintain inequality, disguising the impact and roots of institutionalized racism. Unrelenting, uncritical defense of all things Confederate often helps provide a historical justification for ignoring institutionalized racism, disparities in opportunity, and continued discrimination. Even neo-Confederates who sincerely deny having a racist bone in their body are often unknowingly propagating a selective, ahistorical, and fabricated narrative of the past that buttresses inequality within America.

      These larger questions of historical memory are unlikely to disappear from American politics anytime soon. In 2005, Fitzhugh Brundage predicted that “current trends in southern politics suggest we can anticipate further corrosive debates over the past.”25 He appears to have been correct, as these fights accelerated at the same time partisan politics became increasingly polarized. These debates about the past are as much about identity as they are about history. To revise their understanding of the past would not just upset a neo-Confederate’s sense of history but would challenge his or her place in the world. In an era when white privilege is increasingly recognized and under attack, fears of cultural and demographic change overlap with the changing landscape of modern-day race relations. Fears of losing political supremacy are attached to a corresponding loss of cultural hegemony in the public sphere.

      No solution for the monument question will make racism disappear overnight, nor can dealing with monuments solve all of America’s problems. Memories of the Confederacy and the neo-Confederate movement have supported ideologies of white supremacy, but so have many other aspects of American society. Confederate monuments are part of a larger ongoing struggle. Until Americans—both those in favor of and opposed to removing monuments—are able to acknowledge and address the larger historical connections between white supremacy and American society, the underlying issues that make Confederate monuments controversial will continue to cause controversy, division, and struggle.

      Historians have an important role in providing needed context for debates about monuments and memory. We have the ability to call attention to how the past has been used and manipulated. As each community decides what it wishes to celebrate and remember, historians can help provide the context needed to make decisions. Historians of the Civil War are increasingly engaging neo-Confederate fabrications in the public sphere through letters to the editor, blog posts, media interviews, Twitter, works aimed at the public, and their teaching.

      In North Carolina, historians have already played a role. As seen with the example of the University of North Carolina’s Silent Sam, scholars are increasingly taking part in public debates about monuments. The pulling down of Silent Sam did not happen in a vacuum. The press consulted numerous historians, myself included, about the monument’s history, and the media often cite Carr’s racist dedication speech. That speech helped shift the question from whether the monument represented fighting for slavery to whether the statue has Jim Crow–era connections to white supremacy.26 For those raised on the Lost Cause, the first assertion that the monument has ties to slavery seems easily—if inaccurately—challenged. But Carr’s description of the monument and of whipping a woman to reassert white supremacy makes it nearly impossible to argue that the monument has no racist ties. The best that can be leveled is the erroneous assertion that Carr’s opinion is not representative of other Confederate memory makers.

      More broadly, the speech has become a key talking point in North Carolina’s debates around Confederate monuments and has even been cited in proposals to change the town of Carrboro’s name.27 In 2017, Durham Public Schools renamed their Carr building.28 The following year, Duke University’s History Department, housed in the Carr building, requested that the university change the building’s name, citing this very book (which was still forthcoming at the time). The board of trustees agreed and approved a renaming—proving that historical research can change the world, or at least a building’s name.29

      Teaching and writing history are inherently political. In my first few weeks after arriving in Charleston, South Carolina, as a new professor, a local resident asked me if I “teach a southern view of the war or a northern view of the war.” Her hoped-for answer was clear. Caught off guard, I could only reply, “I teach a historical view of the war.” Whom we include in our writing and our teaching matters. Focusing a Civil War class entirely on white southerners’ wartime actions erases other groups’ claims to the legacy of the Civil War and American history more broadly. Indeed, teaching both a Confederate and a white northern view of the past still neglects large parts of the country’s wartime experience, including those of African Americans, Native Americans, and southern Unionists, to name just a few. An exclusionary history full of white valor that erased African American military participation helped justify North Carolina’s disenfranchisement of black voters in 1900. Similarly, the Lost Cause narrative still protects white ownership of the past to maintain a privileged place in the future. Historians bear a professional obligation to engage those who would abuse the past and to not contribute to that abuse’s continuation. Civil War historians who ignore dissent, desertion, and other aspects of the past that contradict the Lost Cause, or who focus solely on decontextualized battlefield heroics, can at times unintentionally help propagate a false past capable of uniting white southerners along racial lines through a shared memory of honor.

      If nothing else, in an era when “fake news,” “alternative facts,” and increasing polarization of the news imperils democratic institutions, history can remind people that facts should matter, even if they have not always mattered in the past. The story of how the Lost Cause movement created the mythic marble soldier seen on monuments across the southern landscape, as well as in textbooks and historical monographs, shows that rewriting and fabricating narratives of the past out of thin air is not new and that the threat from allowing lies to stand unchallenged should not be underestimated. Lies have been used to justify disenfranchisement, oppression, killings, terrorism, and racist policies in the past, and they will be so used again. The acceptance of fabricated narratives that Americans should know to be false from their own lived experience is not a recent phenomenon. In fact, fabricating a past with lies and fraud might just be an essential component of American history.
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