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History should be constructed so that Negroes shall appear not only as the recipient of liberty 
but as the winners of it, not only for themselves but also for others.—Charles H. Wesley[1]

Suppose the slaves of 1860 had been white folk. Stevens would have been a great 
statesman, Sumner a great democrat, and Schurz a keen prophet, in a mighty revolution of 
rising humanity. Ignorance and poverty would easily have been explained by history, and the 
demand for land and the franchise would have been justified as the birthright of natural 
freemen.—W. E. B. Du Bois[2]

In the late nineteenth century and increasingly in the early twentieth century, despite an outpouring of 
published reminiscences, diaries, regimental histories, innumerable books written in tribute to the 
soldiers and women of the Confederacy, and widely publicized reunions of Union and Confederate 
soldiers, many white southerners concluded that the state of southern history was dismal. The South, 
they believed, had been short-changed in histories of the United States that favored the Northeast and 
the West, misrepresented southern history, and slandered southerners. Beyond the attention paid to 
men of the Revolutionary generation like Thomas Jefferson, American history had failed to account for 
the contributions of the South to the history of the United States; it had failed signally in writing the 
history of the Civil War and Reconstruction. 

But the blame was not laid just at the door of northern historians. Southerners believed they were 
themselves partly to blame for this state of affairs through their inattention to the preservation of 
historical records, indeed, a “striking disregard of the importance of records,” as well as their failure to 
found great libraries as northerners had. It was this perspective that galvanized J. G. de Roulhac 
Hamilton to call for the establishment of a southern archive, “a great collection of Southern material, 
gathered in one place.”[3] New England had the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University; the 
Midwest, the Clement Library at the University of Michigan, the Burton Library in Detroit and the 
Wisconsin Historical Society at Madison; the West and Southwest, the Bancroft Collection and the 
University of Texas Collection, but where, Hamilton asked, “is any great inclusive collection for the 
South?” A collection that would tell the story of the rich and “the life and thought of the masses of the 
people,” Washington and Jefferson and “a host of lesser lights,” and “the realities of slavery.”[4]

In large measure Hamilton’s vision has been realized. The Southern Historical Collection (SHC) at the 
University of North Carolina is today a premier archive of records and manuscripts pertaining to the 
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South, and one of the most widely consulted in the United States, attracting scholars as Hamilton had 
hoped from around the world. In the field of Civil War and Reconstruction history, it has been a 
particularly important resource for scholars. It is a measured victory, however, for Hamilton’s vision for 
the SHC has had some unintended benefits. The collection has, as Hamilton wished, advanced the study 
of the South but not always in the manner Hamilton had in mind. Its establishment was ultimately to 
redound to the benefit of the least literate and the most oppressed of southerners whose sense of the 
“realities of slavery” and the Civil War and Reconstruction was the opposite of Hamilton’s. And, it 
remains a fertile ground for continued explorations of southern history. This paper looks at some of the 
ways the SHC remains a vital resource for established historical questions and explores ways in which it 
might support our efforts to pose new questions about the Civil War and Reconstruction South. 

As Hamilton, of course, knew—though his argument for a southern collection might indicate 
otherwise—the history of the South in the Civil War and Reconstruction had not lacked for attention. 
In the South, the work of documenting that experience had begun even before the surrender at 
Appomattox and by the early twentieth century had been thoroughly embraced.[ 5] The founding of the 
Southern Historical Society in 1869 by prominent Confederate veterans was part of the movement in 
the South was part of a much larger effort, couched in the vernacular of pride and justice, to reinvent 
the past. Vindication would be “an acquittal from posterity,” wrote Wade Hampton.[6] Nor had general 
American history textbooks, most published by major northern publishing houses, rejected the 
interpretation of events of the war and its aftermath favored by white southerners.[7] But southern 
critics were still not satisfied and would not be with anything short of an interpretation that gave as the 
cause of the Civil War, not slavery but states rights or “economics.” The “seeds of sectional discord,” 
according to a report of a textbook committee commissioned and published by the Sons of Confederate 
Veterans, “were laid in the field of economics.” And they wanted slaves reduced to spectators and loyal 
Confederates. In 1931, southerners erected a memorial at Harpers Ferry to Heyward Shepherd, a free 
black who died during the raid led by John Brown, in honor, they said, of the loyalty of slaves during the 
war. The memorial to Shepherd was meant to stand for the “character” of the masses of black people 
“who so conducted themselves through four years of war that no stain was left upon a record which is 
the peculiar heritage of the American people.”[8]

As well, even as Hamilton and others spoke of the need for a southern archive, the intellectual 
landscape was shifting even more momentously in favor of the South and the version of history white 
southerners believed all Americans should learn and believe in. Two developments signaled most clearly 
signaled this shift. Among white southerners themselves, there were repeated calls for greater 
objectivity and a turn away from the female-authored romantic portraits often supported by the 
Daughters of the Confederacy, and newly trained southerners with training in graduate programs at 
Johns Hopkins, Columbia, and Harvard were beginning to write scholarly, “scientific” studies. These too 
glorified the Old South, slavery, and the Confederate cause and castigated the era of Reconstruction. 
There was no change in interpretation, just a marshaling of footnotes as proof of a scientific approach.[9]

The effort to found the Southern Historical Collection (SHC) was designed to further this objective. It 
would, founder J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton told audiences in the South and North, make possible a “fresh 
interpretation of the nation’s history.” In speeches, newspaper articles, and private audiences with 
prospective donors, Hamilton tirelessly promoted the project as the key to rectifying the South’s 
historical negligence in valuing and preserving documents. Much had been lost but hidden treasures 
remained to be uncovered in “storage rooms and outhouses . . . closets, garrets, and cellars.” Building 
upon the work of antebellum southern historical societies, Confederate memorial societies, and the 
fledgling efforts of the University of North Carolina Library, the SHC would document the history of the 
South from a southern point of view. The SHC would be a home for these papers and available to 
scholars from around the world, the foundation for a new history of the South and the nation. 
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“Sectional the collection may be,” Hamilton wrote, “but the purpose of it, its ultimate goal, is national.” 
Hamilton titled one of his appeals for support, an article that appeared in the Baltimore Sun in 1928, “A 
National Southern Collection at the University of North Carolina.”[10] The idea of the SHC as a national 
treasure, he knew, would resonate well in the rest of a nation enamored with the romantic idea of 
reunion. 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, as the faculty at southern universities became increasingly 
defensive about the disproportionate role played by northern universities in the training of southern 
professors and occasionally critical of some of the views these students brought back to the South, the 
establishment of southern archives took on a new urgency. The establishment of university manuscript 
collections like the SHC was also heir to a larger movement to institutionalize the collection of 
historical papers and artifacts which gained momentum in the mid-nineteenth century United States with 
a proliferation of state and local historical societies nation-wide.[11] Perhaps the most numerous of these 
societies were ones organized around claims of ethnicity. Americans of French, Polish, African, Jewish, 
Norwegian, German, Hispanic, Dutch, Russian, Irish, Scandinavian, Norwegian, Swiss, and Finnish 
ethnicity, for example, organized local and state historical societies to correct what each of these groups 
saw as omissions or racism in standard accounts of United States history. In the South, historical 
societies were founded in nearly every state between 1831 and 1854, and here the inherent partiality of 
archival collections to the study of the elite was particularly drawn.[12]

In his pleas for support of the SHC, though, Hamilton described a more democratic mission which 
would distinguish the SHC from historical societies established before the Civil War. “It will contain,” he 
wrote, “not only papers and letters of prominent families but all kinds of records which reveal the life 
and thought of the masses of the people.”[13] Yet, while Hamilton talked about a collection that would be 
a resource for telling the story of all southerners not just the elite, it is doubtful that he actually believed 
this. At least he seems to have devoted his energies primarily in searching out planter papers. 

Mostly, Hamilton envisioned a collection that would articulate the world view of elite white men and 
women and thus validate dominant southern traditions and understandings of race and society. It would 
invalidate William Wells Brown’s pioneering effort to account for “the part which the Negro took in 
suppressing the Slaveholders’ Rebellion.”[14] Some two decades before he launched the SHC, Hamilton 
himself had devoted much effort to precisely the opposite agenda. His seven-hundred-page 
Reconstruction in North Carolina—begun as a dissertation at Columbia under the legendary 
unreconstructed historian William A. Dunning—argued for white supremacy despite disclaimers in the 
preface proclaiming his intent to write an objective study. Hamilton wrote that he “sought throughout 
the work to divest himself of any prejudice,” that he “held no thesis, but has sought to present the truth, 
and, in the main, to relate rather than interpret.”[15] Yet, he concluded that one of the most important 
legacies of Reconstruction was a lasting belief in state rights as a bulwark against “a repetition of the 
past, when selfish politicians, backed by the federal government, for party purposes attempted to 
Africanize the State and deprive the people through misrule and oppression of most that life held 
dear.”[16]

The book is in other ways as well hardly evidence of an exercise in restraint. Hamilton also maintained 
that the Klan had served mainly a positive force in southern life for having “lifted the South from its 
slough of despond,” and as a result of its existence “women of the South once more could leave their 
doors without the accompaniment of a deadly terror.” It was a necessary “remedy” which had 
accomplished “much of good” in giving “heart” to “despairing whites” and ensuring that “the supremacy 
of the white race and of Anglo Saxon institutions was secure.” Whatever impact it had on politics was 
“purely incidental.”[17] "I write in a field,” Du Bois could only conclude as he brought Black Reconstruction 
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to a close, “devastated by passion and belief . . . . I stand at the end of this writing, literally aghast at what 
American historians have done to the field.”[18]

While Hamilton’s vision has resulted in one of the richest manuscript collections in southern history, 
what Hamilton could not have imagined was that this collection would one day be used to tell a story 
much different from the one he and his colleagues were penning, that its riches would be mined and 
marshaled to tell the story of slaves and their descendants; indeed, that one day, arguably the most 
popular subject of monographs on the South would be the history of black southerners, though this has 
not been an unproblematic development. 

Today, we also recognize that the accounting to be gained here is a partial one, a partiality informed by 
the political, social, and intellectual world in which the SHC was born and the traditional class and race 
biases of archival collections which made them principally repositories for the records of the literate 
who were generally the politically powerful, the social and economic elite. 

The planters whose papers Hamilton so assiduously collected, looked at with different objectives and 
methodological tools, conveyed a history at odds with the Dunning School and played an indispensable 
part in enabling later generations of scholars to revisit and substantively revise the school of thought 
Hamilton championed. The result has been a near wholesale revision of the work of turn-of-the-
twentieth-century scholars like Herbert Baxter Adams and William Archibald Dunning, and the students 
they trained respectively at Johns Hopkins University and Columbia University who collectively 
produced a body of work that dominated the field of southern history for more than half a century.[19] 
The long term effect has been no less than revolutionary. This development had been aided over time by 
a growing and ever expanding commitment to collecting the records of the poor as well as the rich and 
black as well as white.[20]

The establishment of archives at universities also made possible another important milestone in the 
relationship between archives and scholars—more equitable access to manuscript and other archival 
collections. Unlike antebellum historical societies which had been organized as private organizations with 
paid memberships and whites-only admission policies, many of which remained in place into the second 
half of the twentieth century, most archives at universities did not adopt overtly discriminatory policies. 
It is well to recall that well into the twentieth century, most southern manuscripts resided either in 
historical societies which as private organizations could maintain discriminatory admission policies or 
remained in private hands where access was equally restricted and granted to historians on a personal 
basis, often by way of letters of introduction.[21]

The footnotes to Ulrich Bonnell Phillips’ American Negro Slavery (1918) are exemplary in this regard, a 
study in race privilege and archival provenance. Typical are such citations as: “records in the possession 
of Wm. Bridges of Richmond . . . . For copies of them as well as many other valuable items I am 
indebted to Alfred H. Stone of Dunleith, Miss.”; “Diary of Dr. J. P. R. Stone. MS. in the possession of Mr. 
John Stone Ware, White Castle, La. For the privilege of using the diary I am indebted to Mr. V. Alton 
Moody of the University of Michigan”; “MSS. in private possession”; “MSS. in the possession of Mrs. 
Hawkins K. Jenkins, Pinopolis, S.C.”; “The Manigault MSS. are in the possession of Mrs. H. K. Jenkins, 
Pinopolis, S.C.”[22]

Yet Phillips’ work has been hailed as exemplary for its use of archival sources, particularly the records of 
the southern planter class. Indeed, some scholars have argued that Phillips’s pioneering work in 
manuscript sources mitigates the racism that inhabits his work.[23] This misleading and mistaken view has 
not been seriously challenged. The more remarkable and relevant historiographical facts, however, are 
the weak grounding in manuscript sources that characterized the work of the first generation of 
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professional white historians of the South and the fact that for Philips and other white scholars of his 
generation, membership in the white race not only gave them privileged access to professorships and 
publishing houses but also to the privately-held source materials. It is of no small consequence that the 
vast majority of the manuscript papers Phillips consulted for his work came by way of access to papers 
held in private hands, not from publicly available archival collections. 

A decade later in 1929, when Claude G. Bowers published The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln, 
little had changed. Like Garner and Phillips before him, to the extent that he consulted manuscripts, 
Bowers relied mainly on privately held papers.[24] The principal source materials consulted by historians 
of the Dunning School were not archival manuscripts but public records such as newspapers, court and 
legislative records, and other published documents such as census records, the Official Records of the 
Rebellion, memoirs, and travel accounts. In the work of historians of the Dunning School, manuscript 
papers constitute the least cited type of primary source. Neither James Garner’s Reconstruction in 
Mississippi published in 1901 nor J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton’s Reconstruction in North Carolina published in 
1914, for example, made any significant use of manuscript sources; the few they do cite were still largely 
privately held.[25]

Unsurprisingly, none of these sources seem to have been available to Afro-American historian Charles 
H. Wesley as he was writing his seminal book, The Collapse of the Confederacy published in 1937, more 
than a decade after the founding of the SHC. Wesley does not cite any southern archival collections; he 
relied instead on published memoirs, official documents, and reports and manuscript papers at the 
Library of Congress. Wesley’s work thus reminds us of the obstacles black historians faced and why, 
despite their limitations, the founding of archives at universities was so important.[26] In the end, this 
development removed a significant encumbrance to scholarly pursuit, benefiting the work of white as 
well as black scholars. 

The transfer of planter papers from private to public hands made them more accessible to historians 
who had no social or family ties to the slaveholding class and its descendants or whose race alone would 
have denied them access to privately held papers. Thus they helped pave the way for a transformation in 
the writing of southern history. John Hope Franklin would not have to depend on private doors opening 
up to him—a doubtful proposition at best—although he did have some trouble occasionally with public 
ones.[27] Within a decade of the founding of the SHC, Franklin, then a Ph.D. candidate at Harvard, 
arrived to conduct research for his dissertation which would be published in 1943 by the University of 
North Carolina Press as The Free Negro in North Carolina, 1790–1860. A few years later, Helen G. 
Edmonds’s research for what would become The Negro and Fusion Politics in North Carolina 1894–1901 
(Chapel Hill, 1951) also took her to the SHC.[28] Franklin and Edmonds were, thus, in the vanguard of 
revisionist scholars to make use of the SHC to challenge the traditional portrait of the Old South and 
the Civil War era South painted by historians of the Dunning School largely prior to the founding of 
university-held archives such as the SHC.[29]

By the middle of the twentieth century, a small number of white historians had begun to take issue with 
the Dunning School and to make systematic use of the SHC.[30] These studies expanded upon the work 
of black scholars like Brown, Wesley, Du Bois, Benjamin Quarles, Alrutheus A. Taylor, and Franklin and 
gave more attention to the “life and thought of the masses of the people.”[31] A growing body of work, 
then, explored and reversed the previous focus on battles and generals, the heroic Confederate cause, 
and the tragic reconstruction period. To Hamilton, for example, Robert E. Lee was a study in what 
Hamilton called “sturdy Americanism.” In this way Lee became an engineer of a reunited nation and one 
of its “preservers,” no less than Abraham Lincoln. Lee, Hamilton wrote, was “the greatest force in the 
country toward the creation of a national spirit” and “sturdy Americanism” defined his “essential 
greatness.”[32] An icon of honor and courage in defeat, wrote another historian, Lee “bequeathed to 
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Americans a heritage more glorious than the triumphs of . . . any conqueror of whom we read in the 
history of any country.”[33]

This attempt at a political realignment of American history, as Hamilton well knew, could not be so 
easily realized, a principle obstacle being the insistence of former slaves that no national spirit had been 
created. In small and large ways, African Americans challenged the proposition that sectional peace was 
good enough especially, a peace that rested on the denial of the basic rights of citizenship to millions of 
American citizens, an “almost unspeakable disregard for the neglect of the basic problems of freedom 
and democracy that existed at the end of the war.”[34]

On the surface, ratification of thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth amendments to the Constitution 
seemed compelling enough evidence that the nation supported black people’s challenge; that the state 
was prepared to remake itself in the name of democracy secured in 1865, as it had been at the nation’s 
founding, by force of arms. It is perhaps ironic that the ratification of the fifteenth amendment and the 
death of Lee both came in 1870. Together these two events might have signaled, at least symbolically, 
the birth of a new order. But one only has to turn to the outpouring of sentiment—North and South—
that accompanied Lee’s death to see a different construction in the making. In its eulogy of Lee, the New 
York Herald, wrote of a 

Mighty voice of sorrow, resounding throughout our country, and extending over all 
parts of the world where his great genius and his many virtues are known. For not to 
the Southern people alone shall be limited the tribute of a tear over the dead Virginian. 
Here in the North, forgetting that the time was when the sword of Robert Edward Lee 
was drawn against us—forgetting and forgiving all the years bloodshed and agony—we 
have claimed him as one of ourselves; have cherished and felt proud of his military 
genius as belonging to us; have recounted and recorded his triumphs as our own; have 
extolled his virtue as reflecting upon us—for Robert Edward Lee was an American.[35]

Years of bloodshed were to be wiped away, “erased by this common bereavement.”[36]

Southern archives arose to sustain the story of a “common bereavement,” of a virtuous fight led by 
virtuous men. They were seen as—and marketed as such to prospective donors—repositories for 
documents that would tell story of a great civilization that had endured the crucible of war and 
destruction, of a people who had revolted against a tyrannical government and lost the military contest 
but not the ideological one nor their claim to American citizenship, a people who now deserved the 
magnanimity of the government they had rebelled against. This paradigm proved sturdy and defiant not 
just in the face of insistent calls early on by black scholars like John R. Lynch, George Washington 
Williams, W. E .B. Du Bois, Charles H. Wesley, John Hope Franklin, and Helen Edmonds and white 
scholars like Herbert Aptheker, for studies of the Civil War and Reconstruction that told the story of 
black people’s contribution to the victory of the United States and the re-framing of questions of 
freedom, liberty, and citizenship. To recognize what even white southerners knew at the time: that black 
people interpreted the Civil War, as one wrote, as “a crisis in their lives that must be taken advantage 
of.”[37]

Southern archival collections, even those whose origins developed out of and continued to inspire a 
narrow sense of whose papers were worthy of collecting, whose voices worthy of remembering, 
nevertheless became rich repositories for recovering the voices of the those less powerfully armed in 
the exercise of sovereignty. During and after the Civil War, the southern elite whose papers dominate 
the holdings of the SHC and other similar collections famously recorded much about black people and 
these records eloquently refute much of what former masters and mistresses “remembered” in 
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reminiscences after the war. These collections document, that is, a record of the oppressed and the 
world they envisioned. They record ideas about freedom, liberty, and democracy at odds with those 
expressed by white southerners. 

The postwar ideology of white superiority took its pulse in large measure from the opposing fight waged 
by African Americans which challenged racism and also from the reverberations of freedom struggles 
elsewhere. The SHC is therefore a critical resource for telling the story of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction as the story of liberty writ large, the stage for which was the South, the North, the 
West, the Caribbean, Africa, Europe, and Asia. But the paradigm of “sturdy Americanism” must be 
abandoned fully.[38]

As an intellectual project, the story of the making of freedom in the United States continues to be 
hobbled by the notion of “sturdy Americanism” abetted by a scholarly focus on the coming of freedom 
in the United States rather than its making or realization (despite the many monographs which take as 
title or subtitle the phrase “the making of freedom” or some variant of it), more with readjustment—of 
race relations, political power, economic recovery—than with liberty. In this analysis, freedom arrived 
by way of the Emancipation Proclamation, northern victory in the Civil War, and the postwar 
constitutional amendments. Then it was “lost”—through the reestablishment of white supremacy, 
disfranchisement, and Jim Crow Laws with the concomitant judgment that Reconstruction must 
ultimately be “judged a failure.” “Perhaps,” Eric Foner concludes, “the remarkable thing about 
Reconstruction was not that it failed, but that it was attempted at all and survived as long as it did.”[39] 
Other scholars have concluded that despite its limitations, Reconstruction was a revolutionary moment 
that must be judged for what it did achieve, as reflected in the constitutional amendments and black 
institutional development, as much as what it did not.[40]

The failure versus revolutionary dichotomy, while useful perhaps for broad assessments is ultimately too 
inexact and cumbersome, too narrow an analytical tool, to capture fully the defeats and triumphs that 
measured the making of freedom and the struggle for liberty in the era of the Civil War. With fifty years 
of revisionist scholarship behind us today, we pride ourselves on having overturned and thoroughly 
debunked the scholarship of the Dunning School. We are certain that Hamilton, Dunning, Philips and 
others of their generation would scarcely recognize the historical South which this body of work has 
unearthed. This certainty though might be a bit premature. 

As a result of sustained archival research by historians over the past forty years or so, we know 
certainly a great deal more today about the complex labor systems that emerged after emancipation but 
even that is a quite partial understanding. An obvious strength of manuscript collections is the 
extraordinary record they contain of the postwar labor settlement—labor contracts, account books, 
diaries and letters that detail the protracted struggles over land and labor along with the violent 
outrages that took black people’s lives in staggering numbers. One gets a sense of the stunting of the 
human condition more generally. Less clear—though not impossible to see—are the ways in which black 
people’s claims to freedom and citizenship, that is, the struggle to realize freedom, articulated, shaped, 
and informed the discourse surrounding the definition of citizenship and liberty in the postwar South. 
And how, in turn, the claims of black people and the counterclaims of white Americans were locally and 
globally situated. 

A paradigm that situates the South and southerners transnationally as well as locally and nationally might 
suggest new and fruitful ways of thinking about the making of freedom in the era of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction. Such a paradigm would need to: pay more attention to the power of the state; consider 
new modes of domination which resonated transnationally; and would take seriously the transnational 
experiences of white southerners. Comparative studies have a long and respectable history in southern 

 7
 



history. Charles Wesley and Dorothy Porter were among its earliest students and advocates; in the 
1980s historians began to fully embrace this methodology.[41] Studies of the transnational experience 
may prove equally rewarding and result in a more complicated knowledge of the South and southerners. 

Scholarship on the Civil War and Reconstruction social history remains tethered to static portraits of 
southerners that root their ideas about race, nation, freedom, liberty and democracy squarely, and 
nearly solely, with the “American” experience of these ideas. Intellectual provincialism thus handicaps 
the study of the South in the same way that inattention to comparative frameworks once did. In studying 
the transnational experience of southerners we might discover, as scholars did in comparative work, 
“the possibility of redefining traditional problems, revealing what needs explanation, shaping fresh 
periodization, discovering unsuspected relationships, proving what seemed ordinary to be rare or unique 
and what was assumed exceptional to be quite common.”[42]

The defeat of the Confederacy and the emancipation of slaves forced a confrontation over all of these 
ideas that Americans believed fundamental to their experiment in republicanism and, in particular, the 
question of liberty. Former slaves and former masters and their descendants, perforce, had to rethink 
and renegotiate all that they associated with their identities as Americans and new citizens, to take on 
multiple and shifting identities.[43] This was nowhere more apparent than in the struggle for liberty, to 
redefine citizenship, the function of the state, and their relationship to each other. Former Confederate 
soldiers who ended up on the payroll of the Egyptian government in the 1870s, former slaveholders who 
sought to regain a financial footing by encouraging trade with black Caribbean nations, southerners who 
found themselves fighting Afro-Cubans in 1898, like former mistresses forced to negotiate the sale of an 
old dress to a former slave, were all challenged in some fundamental way to think hard about these 
ideas and the ideology of white supremacy. The challenges they faced at home made their experiences 
abroad all the more salient, and unsettling. 

Throughout the Civil War, as slaves abandoned plantations and farms, or otherwise defied the authority 
of masters and mistresses in countless ways, white Americans were called to account for these actions. 
Of the many languages available to them, they chose one that placed black people outside of the 
transnational experiences shaping notions of citizenship, race, the state, power and modernity–the 
modern world let loosed by industrialization and the abolition of slavery. They couched black people’s 
resistance to slavery and the Confederacy in the less discomfiting language of “disorderly conduct,” a 
language that had served antebellum southern slave society well but whose adaptation to the rapidly 
shifting ground of freedom proved more vexing. 

We need studies that focus not just on whether or not former slaves secured garden plots but also on 
the language black people used to frame their demands for garden plots. Such studies might explore 
where and how this language drew on transnational experiences and conversations on the meaning of 
freedom and liberty and the making of the modern world, and the role of southerners in these 
conversations. During the Civil War, black women in South Carolina sang, “We must fight for 
liberty.”[44] How did they come to frame the problem in this particular way? Where did they get the 
language and what did they mean by it? 

We, of course, know the answer in part. In the warmongering so pervasive in southern political 
discourse in the decades before the Civil War, in the often desperate wartime pleas of masters and 
mistresses for slaves to stand by them, in the discourse of northern free labor and antislavery ideology, 
in the rumors of black rebellion that swept the Atlantic world and the knowledge of actual ones, in the 
memory of slave resistance during the American revolutionary war and the ones who made it to 
freedom, slaves caught wind of the ideas of freedom and liberty that were defining the modern world. 
More often than not these ideas appeared as but fragments of the full-blown project but by piecing them 
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together with the experience of slavery, slaves came to understand something of the birth of the 
modern world and to see how they might contribute to it—enough to couch their ambitions in the 
language of freedom and liberty. In raising their own voices, they collaborated in the making of modernity. 
Black people, in other words, did not simply borrow a language of liberty but helped to shape and define 
it. 

When slave women sang about fighting for liberty, they revealed an understanding of a particular 
concept of freedom, that is, “liberty,” along with the dynamics of power. Liberty could be fought for.[45] 
And victory would be citizenship. Thus from among a crowd in South Carolina gathered on 1 January 
1863 to celebrate the Emancipation Proclamation there arose the voices of three former slaves, “singing, 
as if by impulse that could no more be repressed than the morning note of the song-sparrow—‘My 
country, tis of thee, Sweet land of liberty, Of thee I sing!’"[46] White southerners put such expressions 
down as a contagion of “disorderly conduct.” 

Throughout the western world, liberty was an intoxicating experience—for American revolutionaries in 
the fight for independence from England no less than for French Jacobins, Russian peasants, or slaves in 
Haiti or the United States South. It was only when the intoxication spread to former slaves, however, 
that it became problematic and appeared unseemly, reminiscent actually of the widely disparaged 
exaltations of the ordinary white Americans in the wake of the American Revolution. The calls for 
liberty by former slaves were nonetheless different from that expressed by the generation that fought 
the war against England for independence. 

As John Hope Franklin writes, the generation that fought the war against England for independence 
“could hardly be called a spontaneous, inspired struggle for independence,” and “never assumed the 
proportions of a truly heroic struggle.”[47] As well, in the aftermath of the Civil War, liberty in the 
United States would have to stand without slavery, which was the point of black soldier Calvin Holly’s 
letter to the head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, Oliver O. Howard. The former slave’s letter was an 
indictment of federal sovereignty as practiced in the South and a call to democratic principles based in 
liberty. The “colored people,” Holly wrote, were “being outraged beyond humanity” (emphasis added), 
“knocked down for saying they are free,” fired upon, their homes set afire and the people themselves 
thrown into the houses to be “consumed in the flames.” In the language of republicanism and modernity, 
Holly exhorted Howard to act: 

I think the safety of this country depends upon giving the Colored man all the rights of a 
white and, and especially the Rebs and let him know that their [sic] is power enough in 
the arm of the Government to give justice to all her loyal citizens (emphasis added) . . . . I 
would suggest to you if it is not incompatible with the public interest to pass some laws 
that will give protection to the colored man and meet out justice to traitors in arms . . . . 
they are doing all they can to prevent free labor, and reestablish [sic] a kind of 
secondary slavery. Now believe me as a colored man that is a friend to law and order, I 
believe without the intervention of the General government in the protection of the 
colored people there will be trouble in Mississippi.[48]

Holly wrote in the language of republicanism but questioned the efficacy of a democracy that could not 
protect its loyal citizens against traitors when it had at its disposal the instruments of state power to do 
just that. The “secondary slavery” allusion spoke to the understanding that freedom was not liberty and 
the state could be reckless in protecting it. It was a language understood and used by former slaves 
throughout the Atlantic world.[49] Such reckonings of freedom and justice challenged racial ideology 
generally and “the Northern idea of wrong, justice, injustice, humanity, and inhumanity.”[50] In Guyana, 
when the governor of Georgetown, facing labor unrest, read the Riot Act to striking workers, 
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concluding with the slogan “God Save the King,” one of the workers reminded him that “The king don’t 
know a dam’ abou us. He don’t care about us and our pay.”[51]

Slaves, wrote a Union officer “bolster themselves up by making the uninformed believe [sic] that this is a 
war upon African slavery,” a war, that is about emancipation. The call for liberation was not far behind. 
“We defy anyone to dispute our rights as soldiers and men,” Henry Carpenter Hoyle wrote, shifting in 
the process, the debate to something more than emancipation/freedom, that is, to liberty and human 
status in America, “to make that national community live up to the promises inherent in its political and 
judicial rhetoric.” This indeed was one of the original insights of Du Bois.[52] It was the point made by a 
former slave who informed her former mistress that “she cared no more for white folks than she did 
black ones” and “would take one to the court house just as soon as she would the other,” when the 
white woman attempted to intervene a quarrel between her and another woman. The Civil War was 
about emancipation; the postwar struggle about liberty. When the white woman sought advice from her 
husband, he advised her that her options were frankly limited. They were nonetheless powerful options: 
She could either “dismiss them or shoot them,” a response that exposed the precariousness of the state 
of liberty in the United States.[53]

Black people pushed the nation to move beyond an ideology of anti-slavery to an ideology of liberty. 
That they did so in part by adopting the “the liberal model of debate and discussion” is significant but the 
error in our thinking about this and the language of liberalism lies in the belief that, 1) black people did 
not contribute to this model and 2) that their language replicated precisely the dominant discourse. The 
latter view is particularly pernicious: The dominant discourse, after all, held that African Americans had 
no place in the modern body politic where as Du Bois noted, “Liberty, Justice, and Right get marked 
‘For White People Only.”[54]

Manuscript sources reveal the extent to which “the very concept of right often stood revealed as a 
void.”[55] How else but as a rights void were black people to interpret the sentiments of planters like 
Thomas Gaillard of Alabama who, predicting a “sanguinary and merciless war,” encouraged white 
southerners to remember that they “must do battle not only for their civil and political rights but for 
their property, their lives, and their domestic households.”[56] How as anything but a rights void could 
the call of the Mississippi Jackson Clarion in the fall of 1875 for white Mississippians to “remember their 
inalienable rights, and not forget that the price of liberty is eternal vigilance,” and thus compel black 
people to vote the Democratic ticket. Should they resist or refuse, the Clarion advised white people to 
be prepared to kill them.[57] The price of liberty was defined here as premeditated murder, a rights void. 

I want to turn my attention now to address more specifically how the SHC might help us to tell the 
story of the call to liberty, to re-imagine the Civil War and Reconstruction as an emancipatory project 
that forced black and white people to move forward even when they may have looked like they were 
standing still. We have come quite a ways from the plantation as romance period of writing 
characterized, for example, by the narrative written by Herbert Ravenel Sass, a descendant of a once 
powerful planter family, which claimed forthrightly: 

Slavery is not a good name for the institution as it existed on the plantations of the 
Carolina Lowcountry. The planter did not speak of his negroes as slaves; he called them 
his ‘people’ and as he spoke of them he thought of them—they were his people, not his 
chattels, and many of them were his loved and devoted friends.”[58] 

And from the declarations of historians like Francis Butler Simkins who, writing in 1947, deemed the 
emancipatory project a mainly uncomplicated affair. “Even though the period was marked by many 
outbursts of race hatred and conflict,” he wrote, “on the whole it was characterized by racial 
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harmony.”[59] This was not the way Keziah Brevard experienced the Civil War or Reconstruction. 
Troubled enough by the political state of affairs in the spring of 1861 and the refusal of her slaves to 
obey, Brevard heard from a female slave child a blunt assessment of white rule. She “has told me,” 
Brevard wrote, “I did not know how my negroes hated white folks & how they talked about me.”[60]

Brevard’s experience of slave knowledge was replicated countless times in southern households 
throughout the war and the postwar periods as former mistresses and enslaved women moved to 
confront the meaning of liberty. Nancy Johnson’s story is instructive. After leaving her mistress to seek 
freedom, Johnson was forced to return because she could find no other place to live. Another way to 
say this is that she was unable to pursue liberty. When she went back, she stated, “my old Missus asked 
me if I came back to behave myself & do her work & I told her that I came back to do my own work.” 
When she refused to milk the cows and work like a “‘nigger,’” saying she was free, her former mistress 
called her a “stinking bitch.” Johnson left again and even though she still had no place to go to, this time 
she did not return.[61]

Black women’s pursuit of liberty compelled former mistresses to bargain with them, and white women 
found that it was not the same as bargaining with slave women. Even when one gave in to the refusal of 
a slave assigned to cook, to make the bed in addition, that person remained your slave. “It seems 
humiliating,” Eliza Andrews wrote, “to be compelled to bargain and haggle with our former servants 
about wages.”[62] The experience, however, contributed to the pursuit of liberty by white women on 
their own account, though this development was slower in coming and harder for white women at the 
time to see as a positive one. 

All such matters call attention to the ways in which slave emancipation and the struggle for liberty called 
into being new multiple identities necessary to navigate the new terrain. This is not the flat landscape of 
resistance versus revolution. White women facing the direst poverty put aside and gave up fundamental 
parts of who they were or had been in the hopes of maintaining some small part of their old selves. Even 
if broke, they could maintain the appearance of racial superiority by hiring black women who had even 
fewer resources to cook, clean, and wash for them. But sometimes they could only afford to hire black 
women by hiring out their own labor power. They could not keep black women from dressing in the 
latest fashions but they could use that desire to maintain themselves in the latest fashion. But far from 
dissipating, the challenges to white supremacy mounted. Importantly, such challenges did not have to 
take the form of “resistance” traditionally defined to present fundamental challenges as the experience 
of white southerners in Africa during the waning years of the Reconstruction era attest. 

In the story of one small group of former Civil War soldiers who tried to recoup their pride and 
fortunes in Africa, the contradictions and absurdities of racism abound. It is also a story that suggests the 
profit to be gained from the exploration of questions of identity, freedom, and liberty from a 
transnational perspective. 

In 1870, former Confederate Major General William W. Loring went to Egypt. He would be joined that 
year by at least fourteen other Americans and over the next eight years, a total of some fifty men who 
had fought in the Civil War had made their way to Egypt—half former Confederate soldiers and half, 
former United States Army. During their service there, they welcomed former General William T. 
Sherman and former general and United States President Ulysses S. Grant for brief visits, Sherman in 
1872 and Grant in 1878. These Americans became in effect ex-patriates—even if temporary ones—in 
Africa. They were paid soldiers—mercenaries—in Khedive Ismail’s Egyptian Army. Ismail needed help 
building an army that might one day help him win independence from the Ottoman Turks who nominally 
controlled the country and, in the interim, assistance in scouting—with the goal of annexing—
neighboring countries for the empire he intended to build for himself. 
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White men who believed black people inferior and Africa, a continent of uncivilized tribes, found 
themselves under the command of Africans working for so many guineas per month. They signed 
contracts to serve at the pleasure of “His Highness the Khedive . . . dependent upon the faithful and 
official performance of all official duties as well as upon good moral habits and behavior.” What did they 
bring to this experience and take away from it? How did it change or challenge their racism? 

Charles Iverson Graves, a former Confederate naval officer, was one of these men. Graves’s papers in 
the SHC document in excruciating detail his three years in Egypt. He and his wife, Margaret Graves, who 
remained behind in Rome, Georgia exchanged hundreds of letters. Like his fellow Americans, Graves 
joined the Egyptian army, in his case taking a commission as Lieutenant-Colonel of Engineers. His reason 
for going, he wrote, was simple: “for the same reason that Joseph’s brothers went—to get corn for my 
family.” This was after nearly a decade of struggling but failing to make a profit from cotton.[63]

Cairo was a sophisticated city, and Graves and his fellow Americans experienced a vastly different 
culture—Turkish baths, market women selling roasted corn, harems, mocha coffee, Istanbul tobacco, 
camels, and black people, some of whom were slaves but most of whom were not. Among the latter 
were black people who held important positions in Egyptian society.[64] Graves admired much of what he 
saw, but the freedom of black Egyptians horrified him. Encountering the “horrors of racial equality” in 
the presence and power of a “black Nubian Negro . . . the most powerful man in Egypt after the 
Khedive’s own sons,” he refused to give the customary salute by rising from his seat when the African 
entered the room. Rather than “give deference to this negro,” he wrote, “I kept my seat.”[65]

When the encountering the more familiar—captured slaves in Dafur, for example—the Americans were 
gladdened. Though rare, such sights comforted them in their view that Africans were “fit for nothing 
else in fact.” On an expedition to Sudan, one American wrote of the Kodofan people: “They are a mean-
spirited, incontinent, rascally race in whom I see the material for very good slaves.” Another, a former 
colonel in the United States Army, thought to win the good will of a powerful Ugandan chief whose land 
the Khedive coveted with, among other things, red cloth, a mirror, and a music box that played Dixie. 
He also gave himself the title M’Bugaru, the White Prince.[66]

Like other Americans in Egypt, Graves faced a new order but in a strange land. He could not help but be 
revolted at the spectacle of racial equality. At the same time, he was powerless to change Egypt.[67] He 
was after all a hireling of an African leader. Like former slaves, he signed a contract pledging loyalty, 
obedience, and good moral conduct. In Egypt, the Americans found that membership in the white race 
counted for little as they found themselves sometimes treated as servants as when James Morgan was 
asked by the prefect of the Cairo police to fetch a glass. His dignity insulted as a southerner and a 
gentleman, Morgan threatened to resign.[68] “Africa is a country accursed of God,” Marylander Charles 
Chaillé-Long wrote his father. The dances put on to honor him, he thought resembled the dances of 
African Americans and he viewed them likewise with scorn.[69]

Even though Americans in Egypt regularly disparaged African culture and customs, they could hardly 
return to the United States unchanged in their racial beliefs. Those who arrived in Egypt in 1870, and 
perhaps those who went in 1871 as well, would have been privy to the excitement surrounding the 
1871 premier in Cairo of Giuseppe Verdi’s opera, Aida. Some no doubt attended as guests of the 
Khedive.[70] They relied on Sudanese soldiers some of whom were international travelers. Some had 
served in Mexico. Others they relied on as interpreters and guides.[71] For each of them, it was their first 
encounter with so cosmopolitan, globally situated, and fluid a culture where Englishmen and Frenchmen 
mingled with Turks, as well as African peoples from Sudan, Uganda, and Ethiopia. The experience as 
soldiers in the Egyptian Army challenged their sense of racial privilege as had emancipation and the 
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struggle for liberty in the South. Papers in the SHC can tell us much about this challenge and other 
experiences former Confederates had in the emerging world of modernity. 

The point is that the South after the Civil War would be less and less an insular, provincial place, and the 
turn to an increasingly aggressive program of racial proscriptions against African Americans may say 
nearly as much about the challenge to white southerners' sense of identity from without as from within. 
Turn as they might to romantic revocations of the past, the South also had to confront modernity. 
Charleston, having lost with the destruction of slavery, profits from the immense trade that called at its 
port, at the turn of the century pinned its hopes of reinvigorating the port on building trading networks 
with the West Indian nations as the primary focus. To this end, it launched the South Carolina Inter-
State & West Indian Exposition Company and held a world’s fair in 1901/1902 to promote the port.[72] 
The fair was a dismal failure, but it highlights the growing sense that no matter how distasteful they 
found the experience, there was no road that would take them back the past. 

My interest in these questions and southern history in general is both professional and personal. In the 
year that the Southern Historical Collection was founded, my mother was an eight-year-old girl in the 
upcountry of South Carolina and my father, twelve years old. Both were destined, because some of their 
ancestors had been slaves, to grow up in a world blighted by racism—of poor schools and low 
expectations for black children, of hard labor trying to make a crop of cotton and buy a piece of land. 
They were witnesses and victims of the refusal of the nation to commit itself to democratic principles. 
Yet they were also witnesses to and participants in the on-going struggle for liberty. This symposium is 
most fundamentally, it seems to me, about that struggle and the work of scholars in trying to understand 
it. And I think most of us gathered here would agree that we have only pierced the outermost layer of 
that understanding. 

My paper is in a fundamental way a talk about my parents and their parents and grandparents and the 
shaping of our knowledge about their world. I wanted to consider here the connections between the 
world they inhabited and the archival world that we rely on so heavily to reconstitute that world. It is an 
opportunity to think about, for example, my maternal great grandmother’s relationship to her 
community and sense of self and identity, indeed the multiple identities she adopted—what it may have 
meant to her to be the first person in her rural community to own an automobile but also a to be a 
wife, the mother of thirteen children, and a farmer and about one of those children who was my 
grandmother and why she insisted on taking out her gun periodically, going outside and shooting into 
the air. She said it was to remind white people that she had a gun. I think her action had something to 
do with the making of liberty into the twentieth century, that it stood as a declaration of liberty’s still 
unmet promises and the multiple and complex identities the defense of that declaration called forth. I 
must say in conclusion that this is what I think about each time I enter the Wilson Library to explore 
and grapple with the world my great-grandparents, grandparents and parents inhabited and to learn 
something about their efforts to shape it. 

In conclusion, while I have spent a good bit of time here talking about the SHC as a key resource in this 
pursuit, I would like to close with some thoughts about its limitations. Because it took so long for the 
SHC and similar archives to mount serious efforts to seek out papers in the attics and closets of African 
Americans, so much has been lost: family Bibles, letters from black soldiers from the South fighting the 
wars of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries to their families and the letters they received, 
receipts of all kind that would document spending patterns (beyond what we have in the records of 
plantation stores), tax returns, marriage certificates and birth records before state governments began 
collecting this information. African Americans might have responded as enthusiastically to the SHC as 
they did to Charles Wesley when they learned that he was interested in telling the story of black 
soldiers in the Civil War. “Several persons have sent to me the discharge papers of their grandfathers 
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who were in the Union Army,” Wesley wrote.[73] Imagine the collection the SHC might today have. Yet 
in the final analysis, it is well to remember that many of the problems I have talked about here reside but 
partly in the nature of the sources collected. The intellectual agendas of scholars matter as much. As we 
move forward, scholarship on the Civil War and Reconstruction might benefit greatly if those 
intellectual agendas included critical analysis of the ways in which normative notions citizenship, 
freedom, and democracy block the interrogation of the meaning of liberty and how multiple realities and 
identities situated locally and transnationally shape the struggle for liberty and democracy.[74] For African 
Americans, the meaning of liberty was clear. In the eloquent words of Philip Smith, an ex-slave: “We are 
free and we wish an onrable [sic] life.”[75]
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