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This is a work of nonfiction. The people are real; no names have been changed; no changes have been made in the chronology of events. Dialogue is based on letters, journals, newspaper reports, and other archival records. Regarding terminology, I made the decision to use the terms Negro and colored that were commonplace during the period when this story occurred—the early twentieth century. When I read narrative histories I find the use of present terms African American or black jarring; they take me out of the historical moment. Besides, terminology is fluid. For example, the journalist Ray Stannard Baker, in a 1908 article titled “An Ostracised Race in Ferment,” made this observation: “Many Negroes who a few years ago called themselves ‘Afro-American’ or ‘Colored Americans’ and who winced at the name Negro now use Negro as the race name with pride.” It is also worth noting that the Associated Press, long the arbiter of style in journalism, in December 1914 issued this comment about usage: “We have a broad rule to the effect that the word ‘Negro’ should be capitalized in our service, but we do not control the typological appearances of the word as it appears in the newspapers.” The latter part of the comment was the AP’s way of dealing with the fact that many newspapers using its service either changed Negro from upper to lower case or substituted derogatory terms in its place. Finally, Monroe Trotter’s preferred term changed over time; early on he favored Negro, but he later came to think that term suggested separatism and so he switched to Colored or Colored Americans.
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January 2, 1915


David Wark Griffith watched intently as curious residents of Riverside, California, filed into the Loring Opera House for a Saturday evening preview of a new movie promoted as the “Most Wonderful Motion Picture Ever.” The moviegoers crowded the ornate thousand-seat theater, which first opened in 1890 to showcase opera and musicals and had only just begun to present the new medium of film.


Excitement was building. Griffith, the motion picture’s director, had personally arranged the eight p.m. screening. He had even persuaded many of the film’s stars to attend the sneak preview: among them the enchanting Lillian Gish, doe-eyed Mae Marsh, and popular leading man Henry B. Walthall. The director had wanted to get away from the hubbub of his Hollywood studio, choosing this young city sixty miles inland from the expansive, big-sky locations in the California hills where he’d filmed some of the movie’s panoramic battle sequences.


As was his custom for test screenings, Griffith settled into a seat at the back of the theater, not far from the booth where projectors were hand cranked. The operator had to find a frames-per-second speed that would satisfy Griffith: The pace had to suit both the fury of galloping horses and the solemnity of a death scene. His secretary and film editor—then called a film cutter—by his side, Griffith was at once studying the film and gauging the audience’s reaction, dictating notes for additional edits. “Every single subtitle, every situation, every shift in scene or change in a sequence that is made in editing a film, has to go before an audience for its test before being accepted as part of the complete product,” the director said about his process. Griffith was fanatical about his finishing touches. He was preparing for the premier in Los Angeles the next month, with even bigger things to come afterward, including a trip to Washington DC, to show the movie to President Wilson in what would be the first-ever film screening inside the White House.


The Kentucky-born director was to celebrate his fortieth birthday in three weeks, but the personal milestone paled in comparison to the impact his film was going to have on the history of American cinema. For Griffith, 1915 marked the culmination of a professional journey that had begun in earnest at the turn of the century with his arrival in New York City as a raw, aspiring actor. He turned to directing in 1908, but nothing he’d made so far came close to the production quality of his new movie that took up twelve reels, or about 12,000 feet of film, consisting of more than 1,300 shots and 230 separate titles.


For the most part, films had previously consisted of a series of long shots. The camera would stay in a fixed position, recording actors as though they were on a stage. Griffith moved the camera around, shooting a scene multiple times from various angles and then editing the footage to assemble a sequence of action shots that was more compelling, intense, and intimate. With his work, Griffith did more than any other director to legitimize film as art. He insisted that critics and the public move past the conventional view that movies were unworthy “spectacles” and recognize “photo-plays”—the term he preferred—for the sophisticated forms of artistic expression that they were. It was a campaign Griffith started in earnest with his new work. Titled The Clansman, this photo-play had been adapted from a popular novel about the Civil War and Reconstruction by southern author Thomas Dixon Jr. In Griffith’s hands, the story was transformed into a titanic piece of filmmaking, a game-changer in the making, marketing, and public appreciation of cinema.


Griffith planned the hype for the film’s launch himself. Ever his own best publicist, he stretched facts in ways that would have made the innovators in the infant field of public relations proud. In the very first notices that announced the special preview in Riverside newspapers, Griffith called himself “The World’s Foremost Motion Picture Producer,” and published outright falsehoods to embellish the film’s feats. Ads reported the movie cost $500,000 to produce and employed “25,000 soldiers in action on battlefield.” Both numbers were not even close to being accurate.


The ads lured Riverside moviegoers to the Loring Opera House, where Griffith delivered a three-hour feature film the likes of which no one had seen before. The crowd heartily “gave its stamp of approval,” a local reviewer wrote afterward. The hooded Klansmen riding across the screen to defeat rioting Negroes comprised “a beautiful piece of motion picture photography splendidly acted.” Griffith, the reviewer concluded, “has given the world a masterpiece. There is not a flaw in the production.” But, of course, there was one major flaw.


Griffith had produced the country’s first blockbuster movie, one that has become the centerpiece in college courses on film history. I was taking such a course when I watched the movie for the first time. My second viewing was not as typical; in fact, it had nothing to do with filmmaking history but had everything to do with its racist content. In the fall of 1979, as a reporter for the Hartford Courant, I was assigned to cover a recruiting drive the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan had launched in Connecticut. The organization was based in Metairie, Louisiana, and its Grand Dragon was a man named David Duke. In December 1979 Duke traveled north to meet with members in a rented grange hall in Danbury. I attended the meeting using a false identity so as to infiltrate the group. (The deception was part of the newspaper’s effort to expose the Connecticut klavern’s local leadership.) D. W. Griffith’s silent film turned out to be Duke’s prop. At the screening, he read aloud its subtitles, adding his own bigoted commentary, while standing between the reel-to-reel projector and an American flag. When a group of Klansmen on horses dumped the corpse of a black man they had murdered on the doorstep of the governor’s mansion Duke began to clap his hands, a firm clap that grew louder as others joined to applaud the death of a black man on-screen.


The KKK meeting took place in a darkened grange hall doubling as a classroom for Duke’s course on white power—with the film his main teaching tool. The next week Duke sent me a Christmas greeting—a bright red card picturing robed Klansmen holding a fiery cross, with this inscription: “May you have a meaningful and merry Christmas and may they forever be White.” It was clear that the Grand Dragon of the modern Klan fully understood the value of Griffith’s film as propaganda—just as civil rights leaders understood a century ago as they reacted in horror to its initial release. The film’s 1915 debut coincided with a precipitous decline in civil rights, when post–Civil War hopes for blacks in America had taken a terrifying turn.


Nearly 1,700 miles away, on the same day in 1915 that Griffith’s film was previewed in Riverside, California, William Monroe Trotter strode across the polished marble floors of the La Salle Hotel, which, with its twenty-two stories and one thousand rooms, held bragging rights as the largest and most luxurious hotel in The Loop, Chicago’s fast-developing downtown. Had any of the midday guests seated in the lobby’s overstuffed chairs taken notice of the visiting newspaper editor from Boston they would have observed the following: He was dressed impeccably in a dark suit, he sported a neatly trimmed mustache, and he was Negro. They would have noticed, too, that Trotter carried himself confidently and with a sense of purpose—“the splendid individualist,” as one historian later described him.


Trotter was navigating his way through the hotel’s mostly white clientele to find the grand Red Ballroom, where he was due to speak at a crowded gathering of the Irish Fellowship Club. Trotter had only been in the Windy City a few days, arriving on December 31 at the invitation of longtime friend Ida B. Wells. He was forty-two, a decade younger than the civil rights leader who had been born a slave and, as a young woman in Tennessee, had waged a crusade against lynching in the newspaper Memphis Free Speech and then later in the New York Age. Trotter and Wells shared certain traits, most notably an aversion to “the restraints of organization.”


For his part, Trotter had been the first black man to graduate Phi Beta Kappa from Harvard and, in 1901, was cofounder of a radical weekly newspaper that challenged Booker T. Washington’s get-along, go-along approach to civil rights. He had become a national figure, mentioned in the same breath as Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois. “We need leaders, let us have more William Monroe Trotters,” the Chicago Defender, an influential black weekly, had said about him.


His prominence at an all-time high, Trotter was in great demand to talk about “the Negro question,” a sought-after speaker before Negro audiences in Chicago and, in the weeks to come, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; St. Paul, Minnesota; Omaha, Nebraska; and St. Louis, Missouri. But on this day, January 2, as he reached the entry to the La Salle’s Red Ballroom—the same day the US Senate was passing a sweeping new immigration bill that would exclude anyone of “the African race” from entering the country—Trotter received the coldest of cold shoulders.


He presented his business card, expecting to follow a brief speech by the Cook County clerk with his own. But when word of his arrival spread through the hall, trouble erupted. Fellows shouted, “No, no!” and the club’s secretary and president left the rostrum to confer with the Negro visitor from Boston. Others throughout the ballroom cried out, “We don’t want him here!”


The tangle made news. “Negro Kept Out of Irish Club,” reported the Chicago Tribune on its front page the next day. Trotter had not taken the rejection lightly, according to the story, and had angrily tried to push his way into the meeting until a doorman managed to block him. Trotter disputed the account; he said a club member had invited him to speak if a scheduled speaker proved unable to attend. Told the speakers were all present, he said, he had taken the news cordially and simply left.


Either way, it was a moment that captured the disparate view of the crusading Negro newspaper editor who made his name as an outspoken challenger of the status quo, both in the civil rights movement and in society at large. Many saw Trotter as a distasteful provocateur, while his followers believed he was simply and forcefully demanding his race’s rightful place at the table.


Buoyed by the reception in Riverside, California, D. W. Griffith returned to his Hollywood studio, a maze of projection rooms, open-air stages and dressing rooms, to continue tweaking his new movie. For him, 1915 had opened on a positive note. Meanwhile, Monroe Trotter’s year had begun discordantly. Unknown to either, they were on a collision course over the director’s film adaptation of The Clansman. It was as if Trotter grasped the enormous power of the new medium—that he might circulate a year’s worth of newspapers and still not come close to reaching the mass numbers of people filling theaters in Boston, New York City, Los Angeles, and elsewhere. So he embarked on a crusade against D. W. Griffith that would define his lifetime, knowing full well that to protest the new film might have the unintended consequence of actually fueling its publicity and ticket sales. But Trotter decided that to not speak out—and to let stand the movie’s racism—would be worse.


The story that follows reconstructs Monroe Trotter’s violent efforts to halt the spread of the movie that was at once a masterpiece in filmmaking technique and a virulent brand of hate speech. The battle was waged on every possible stage across the nation, one that embodied a big bang moment of sorts—in mass media and marketing; in free-speech protections that we now take for granted; in an increasingly diversified nation struggling to define its identity; and in a still fragile civil rights movement forced to adopt ever more militant direct actions that would set a precedent for the future of the fight for equal rights.


And at its heart were two passionate, driven, and flawed men—each determined to fight for the cultural and political soul of the still-young America.
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Fathers and Sons
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Lt. Col. Jacob “Roaring Jake” Griffith
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Guns, Bayonets, and Cannon “Grapes”


William Monroe Trotter’s father—James Monroe Trotter—was born in 1842 in the Deep South in Grand Gulf, Mississippi—a tiny town near the Mississippi River about twenty-five miles south of Vicksburg. He was of mixed race. His mother, Letitia, served as the slave mistress to a plantation owner named Richard Trotter, and James was born “light complected” but with black hair and black eyes. When he was ten, James and his mother left Mississippi. Little is known about his early boyhood, so it isn’t clear if he and his mother fled or if Richard Trotter had set them free. They moved north about 750 miles to Cincinnati, Ohio—passing through Tennessee and Kentucky—where a blustery southerner named Jacob Wark Griffith happened to be plotting a run for the state legislature.


Soon after their arrival in Cincinnati, Letitia enrolled her son in the Gilmore School, a college preparatory school for Negro children on the east side of the city that a wealthy Methodist minister had opened during the prior decade. James displayed a keen musicality and sang with his classmates during vacations and summers throughout Ohio, New York, and Canada to raise money for students in need. One of his favorite songs was “The Captive Knight,” a widely popular tune about valor and chivalry, with lyrics by the English poet Felicia Dorothea Hemans and music by the poet’s sister, Harriet Mary Browne.


Although as a teenager Trotter worked as a bellboy in a downtown hotel and as a cabin boy on a steamer traveling the Cincinnati–New Orleans route of the Ohio–Mississippi River system, he continued to focus on music until he headed off to the Albany Manual Labor University. This integrated work-study college was located on three hundred acres of farmland in Albany, Ohio, a town that served as a key station for slaves traveling the Underground Railroad. Tuition for each ten-week term was $4.00; weekly room and board, $1.90. He graduated in 1862. The South had seceded the year before, and the country was in the midst of the Civil War, but James had his sights set on a career in education.


He took a job as a teacher in communities east of Cincinnati, where he met two persons who would prove crucially important to his life—William H. Dupree and Virginia Isaacs. Both lived in Chillicothe, Ohio, a small but bustling town that welcomed free Negroes migrating from southern states. Three years older than James, Dupree was a freed slave and the manager of the Union Valley Brass Band. The two men quickly discovered a common interest in music. Virginia and her sister Elizabeth lived a wagon ride from town, on a family farmstead featuring a big house atop a central hill shaded by tall locust trees, with a grassy front yard and shrubbery all around. Fruit trees covered the hill to the east, and a stream used to water the horses ran at the foot of the hills. The sisters were attractive, popular, and known for their wit and hospitality. James Trotter had his eye on Virginia, who worked as a schoolteacher in Chillicothe.


In a way, the Isaacs family belonged to American royalty. They had ancestral ties to one of the country’s Founding Fathers. The family’s oral tradition had it that Virginia Isaacs’s maternal great-grandmother’s stepsister was Sally Hemings, a slave at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello plantation in Virginia whom Jefferson took as a lover. The second link to Jefferson was more direct, resulting from the marriage of the eldest Isaacs sister, Julia Ann, to Thomas Eston Hemings, one of the sons born to Sally Hemings and Jefferson.


The spark between James and Virginia had little time to catch, however. By early 1863, recruiting agents were canvassing Ohio in search of men for an all-Negro Union regiment being mustered in Massachusetts. Negroes had been barred from enlisting during the first two years of the Civil War, but wartime necessity had softened opposition. Massachusetts governor John A. Andrew, a champion of Negro soldiery from the start, had been authorized to round up troops of African descent. But in a state long identified with abolitionism there were, in the early 1860s, only about two thousand free Negroes—hardly enough from which to create a one-thousand-man regiment.


Recruiters, working on a commission basis, were dispatched. They spoke at rallies in Ohio and other states and enlisted the Negro press to spread the word. Listening to the call was William H. Dupree. He enlisted in Ohio on June 5 as a private. Six days later, James Trotter, now twenty-one, followed suit.


Immediately the two were shipped out to Boston, where they were taken to Camp Meigs, a military encampment in the Readville section of Hyde Park, just south of the city—a lowland location less than two miles from where Trotter would eventually settle.


When the men arrived at the base, they found it humming with activity. Recruits drilled out in the open on level fields ideal for mustering troops. During heavy rains, the grounds turned into “bleak and cheerless” mudflats. The barracks consisted of barnlike wooden structures built in rows. One regiment—the 54th Massachusetts (Colored) Infantry—was already filled, so Trotter and Dupree were placed in the newly opened 55th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, also comprising Negro recruits.


Training was intensive, including practice marches up and down the roads of Hyde Park. But Trotter quickly stood out to the white officers who commanded Negro units, for his leadership potential. Unlike the majority of the battalion, which consisted mainly of farmers and laborers, Trotter was literate and educated. Eleven days after he enlisted, he was made a sergeant and assigned to Company K, one of the ten companies, each with about a hundred men, which made up the 55th. Dupree, too, became a sergeant.


The men trained hard, under pressure to pull together and be ready to ship out the next month. They also developed practices that white officers were unaccustomed to seeing in their army. The very first night at Camp Meigs, after officers had dismissed them to their barracks, the recruits gathered on their own, said a prayer, and then, as one white officer later wrote, “joined in singing one of their peculiar hymns.” When possible, the men of the 55th made a practice of ending their day this way. They also organized a regimental band. No surprise that William Dupree emerged as manager.


James Trotter believed the 55th’s band eventually became the best in the entire Union army, providing necessary relief to soldiers in war. “In camp-life it often enlivened the dull hours and gave, by sweetest music, a certain refinement.” Morning services were held on Sundays.


Once, during war service, the 55th was camped next to a Negro regiment commanded by Colonel Thomas K. Beecher—a minister and the younger brother of Harriett Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Henry Ward Beecher, also a minister. That particular Sunday, Colonel Beecher led the service, and James Trotter sat enthralled, “listening with deep, thrilling interest to the inspiring words of this fighting parson.”


At Camp Meigs, Trotter was instrumental in creating “improvised schools” in the regiment so that he and others with formal education, including some of the white officers, could teach the other soldiers to read, write, and sing. They set up school tents. Books were scarce, so the instruction given was entirely oral. Trotter took particular interest in tutoring a corporal named Alonzo Boon, a recruit from Boston. Trotter explained that literacy was a prerequisite for advancement because of the daily paperwork sergeants had to submit. He said he’d help Boon to win that rank, and shortly after becoming Trotter’s student, Boon got the promotion. Sergeant Boon was not only able to fill out all the paperwork required but also surprised his family when he wrote three letters home.


The regiment conducted daily drills at the camp and embarked on grueling four-hour marches, but the men also found time to meet a handful of prominent Bostonians—supporters of Negroes in the army and in society at large—who traveled to Hyde Park to see the mustering of the new units. Trotter met William Lloyd Garrison, the bespectacled abolitionist and editor of the Liberator—the antislavery weekly newspaper he’d been publishing in Boston for more than three decades—and Garrison’s youngest son, Francis. While writing letters from the battlefield to fifteen-year-old “Franky,” Trotter quickly warmed to the boy’s father as a “friend of my race.” Trotter also served in the 55th under another of Garrison’s sons, George, who was commissioned as a second lieutenant on June 22, the same day Trotter himself had been promoted to sergeant.


On July 30, in the pouring rain, James Trotter and Company K boarded a schooner, aptly named Recruit, in Boston Harbor and sailed to South Carolina, the first state to secede, where the regiment joined the mission to conquer a city at the heart of the Confederacy: Charleston.


Trotter was now a full-fledged member of one of 116 Negro regiments—known as the “Black Yankees,” the “African Brigades,” and the “Black Phalanx”—that only began mustering two years into the bloody War Between the States. The Union army’s initial thinking at Camp Meigs had been that Negroes, believed unfit in terms of courage and manly makeup for combat, would serve as auxiliary backfill—armed mostly with shovels rather than rifles and performing “fatigue duty,” the grunt work of digging out rifle pits and protective batteries for artillery, or building the fortified, breast-high trenches known as breastworks: an insult to the new soldiers that the 55th would quickly prove wrong. Negro troops were paid $10 a month, three dollars less than what white soldiers earned.


Battling headwinds, the schooner carrying James Trotter and the 55th took ten days to reach South Carolina. They arrived on August 9 at Folly Island, which lies eight miles south of Charleston, with its more than forty thousand residents, one of the South’s largest cities, at once cosmopolitan and a munitions stronghold. In the coming twenty months, except for a short swing into Florida, the 55th made camp in this region. By the end of 1863, James Trotter was promoted to the most senior of noncommissioned ranks—sergeant major in Company G.


In late June 1864, Union commanders were putting finishing touches on plans for yet another attack on Charleston. The 55th joined two other infantry regiments to try to break through Confederate defenses just south of the city on James Island. Trotter and the others started out on the hot and muggy morning of July 2, using small boats to make the crossing from Folly Island. He recalled afterward that the landing was so swampy “some of the men sunk nearly up to their necks.” But he added, “We were at last in Rebel Territory, and although much fatigued and all wet and muddy began our march toward the enemy and his numerous forts.”


The soldiers struggled to make headway through the swamp, “plunging, wading and part of the time almost swimming.” The 55th took up the rear, behind one regiment from New York and another from Connecticut. Suddenly, Trotter heard gunfire. Explosions erupted as the regiments ahead ran into a small fort armed with two cannons. The enemy “threw solid ball and shell” on the troops, which hit “like hail scattering death and destruction all around.” The Union soldiers panicked. The New York and Connecticut regiments turned and retreated, running toward Trotter and the other 350 Negro soldiers who made up the 55th that day. Confederate forces were emboldened at the sight of bluecoats racing past commanding officers unable to restrain them. At the same time, Trotter and his comrades in the 55th realized it was up to them to save the Brigade.


In its coverage of the Battle of James Island, the New York Herald highlighted the 55th’s battlefield response to a turn of events where Negro soldiers suddenly had to dodge fleeing comrades as well as incoming fire and “never flinched.” The 55th was determined to capture the fort. Its men advanced steadily along the narrow trail the enemy had made nearly impassable by cutting down trees, fighting their way forward and facing a “pouring of grape with deadly effect,” until they got within two hundred yards of the battery and began screaming in a desperate rush.


Now it was the enemy’s turn to run. Confederate soldiers jumped on their horses. “By the time we gained the parapet [they] were far down the road,” Trotter said. “O how they did fly!” The Union soldiers found two cannons still loaded, which they turned and fired. But the 55th was too tired to give chase. “We had no support, the other regiments having failed us.” Instead, the troops took stock of their accomplishment, and eventually hauled the cannons back to Folly Island as a trophy. “You may imagine how proud we felt when we found ourselves masters of ‘Johnny’s fort’ and with what satisfaction we looked upon our pieces of cannon which now looked innocent enough but which a few minutes before had dealt death to so many of our brave fellows.”


The 55th had indeed suffered—nine men killed, nineteen wounded. Fatalities included two of the regiment’s sergeants; one was the man Trotter had taught to read and write. “Poor Sergt. Boon!” Trotter wrote in a letter he sent the next month from Folly Island to young Franky Garrison in Boston. “Do you recollect him?” Boon couldn’t carry a rifle due to an arm injury but had managed to convince his commander to let him participate in the battle anyway. Outfitted with only his sidearm, Boon was “wounded by a large grape in the leg, which was amputated, causing instant death.” They buried the sergeant on a hill “near to where stands the cannon out of which hurled the ball that caused his death.” The loss hit Trotter hard. “No one’s death has made me feel so sad,” he confided to Garrison. “In truth I loved him.”


The 55th would suffer worse losses four months later in the biggest battle in its regimental history. Two days after Thanksgiving 1864, the regiment boarded two steamers at Folly Island and crossed over to Hilton Head to join a larger Union assault on Charleston once again, and its assignment was to cut off the railroad running from the city to Savannah, Georgia.


Trotter and his comrades were ferried up the Broad River to a point called Boyd’s Landing. There they assembled with other Union troops. When dawn came on November 30, this force of more than five thousand soldiers broke camp. They headed west on foot through forest and swamp, and after marching about five miles, encountered enemy gunfire. The Union army kept going, pushing the enemy back and advancing a few more miles. Then, at around eleven o’clock in the morning, the men looked up at a ridge known as Honey Hill, where a Confederate earthwork, fortified with seven cannons, was built blocking the only road through the wilderness. On either side of the road was an impassable marsh. There was only one direction for an army to go, and the Union general commanding the force ordered the 55th to lead the way. “We rushed cheering and yelling,” Trotter said. “The cannon on the hill opened. Shot, shell, grape and canister was hurled down.” The Negro regiment didn’t stand a chance.


“The men could only go by the flank—4 men in a breast,” Trotter said. “It was like rushing into the very mouth of death going up this road.” The commander of the 55th, Colonel Alfred S. Hartwell of Massachusetts, was one of the first to be hit in a hail of gun- and cannon fire that also saw his horse shot from under him. “The Colonel, though wounded in two places and nearly crushed by his horse falling on him was bravely rescued by the men.” The fighting continued through the afternoon, the “unavailing bloodshed” all around Trotter, as casualties mounted for the 55th and the other Union troops.


With dusk approaching, and after repeated surges failed, the Union forces had had enough. “We fought,” Trotter wrote, “until dark, when under its cover we silently withdrew.” The men retraced their steps to Boyd’s Landing. More than seven hundred Union soldiers were killed or wounded during less than five hours of combat. The 55th was hit the hardest. “Our loss is about 30 killed,” Trotter wrote, “and 108 wounded. We went in with 502 muskets.” Trotter was one of the injured. But whatever the nature of the wounds, he was not out of action for long. On December 18, 1864, less than a month later, he was back on duty.


The mission to cut off the railroad to Charleston ended in defeat at the Battle of Honey Hill. The 55th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry finished the year a battered and weary bunch. But the Union forces were taking control, propelled in large part by General William Tecumseh Sherman’s famous “March to the Sea,” the decisive campaign that began in November in Atlanta with Northern troops’ moving inexorably south, capturing enemy strongholds and destroying the Confederate rail transportation system, and ended in December with the capture of Savannah, Georgia.


By the start of 1864, James Trotter had been serving for eight months as a second lieutenant, just not officially. After promoting Trotter and two others, Colonel Hartwell was told by his superiors in Washington he had no business doing such a thing. “There is no law allowing it, they being colored men,” a general said.


Issues of Negro pay and promotion, while rarely interfering with the troops’ conduct in combat, was of paramount concern to the 55th and other all-Negro units. James Trotter was in the thick of it as a leader and activist, insisting their pay be increased to equal the $13 a month given white soldiers. “We gladly peril our lives,” he said, and so deserve “Manhood and Equality.” In 1863 Governor Andrew of Massachusetts had offered to appropriate money to make up the difference. But Trotter and his comrades rejected the well-intended gesture. It was a matter of principle—either equal pay from the US government or no pay at all. “We’ll never take it,” Trotter said when the compromise was presented. “We are soldiers, we will accept nothing less than the soldier’s pay.”


Trotter was crushed by the situation. He felt that a “deep injustice” had been “meted out by the Government.” Morale suffered, with one officer’s April 1864 regimental fitness report making this observation: “The non-payment of the men produces in some a marked feeling of insubordination.” In June of that year, a private named Wallace Baker protested violently and was charged with mutiny. The soldier was convicted at trial and then, by men from his regiment, executed. But the 55th still fought bravely that July 2 in the Battle of James Island.


After sixteen months without pay, the matter was resolved. The men were aided by their white commanders’ persistent lobbying of Congress. “You cannot imagine what a day of rejoicing this event occasioned,” Trotter told a friend in a letter several months later, on November 21, 1864, a week before the Battle of Honey Hill. The men celebrated with a parade, Dupree’s brass band, singing, and speeches. But rejoicing was not just about the money. “No,” Trotter said, “it was because a great principle of equal rights as men and soldiers had been decided in their favor—that all this glorious excitement was made.”


He was twenty-two years old.


Then there was the matter of Trotter’s, Dupree’s, and a third Negro’s so-called promotions—a more personal grievance than the pay dispute affecting every soldier. “This acting Lieutenant business is not all pleasant when you reflect that no other thing stands in the way but our color,” Trotter wrote in July 1864.


Trotter felt most white officers gave Negro officers the cold shoulder. Even those few who seemed supportive were awkward about it. One told Trotter he was not against Negroes becoming officers, only that it was happening too fast. White lieutenants needed more time “to get rid of their prejudices” and to get used to the idea of sleeping “in a tent with a colored one.” Trotter was quick to mock the white-centric bias, and its assumption that “decent colored officers would never object to sleeping with [a white officer] whatever might be his character.”


The double standard, Trotter said, was simply a “painful and burning wrong.” He even sought press coverage at one point from William Lloyd Garrison. “Please tell Mr. Garrison about the refusal of the Government to muster as officers colored men duly commissioned, so that it may be referred to by him in the influential Liberator,” Trotter wrote the editor’s son Franky.


Trotter continued coping with “Colorphobia,” as he called it, over his rank until the end of his service. In the winter of 1865, following his recovery from his wounds, he and his company briefly headed south into Georgia to perform garrison duty outside Savannah. Trotter was quick to note the locals’ worried looks. “Ours is the only colored Regt. so near Savannah and, of course (we) create much sensation among the Georgians.” In February, Trotter returned to South Carolina and joined thousands of Union soldiers converging on Charleston for the Confederacy’s last stand, as remnants of its forces from all over raced to the area, including a rowdy bunch of fighters from Kentucky led by a swaggering, sword-wielding lieutenant colonel named “Roaring Jake” Griffith. Griffith’s vastly depleted Kentucky brigade slogged through the swamps, trying to help stop the Northern troops’ inexorable advance.


Trotter’s 55th marched into Charleston on February 21, 1865, to finally topple the citadel of slavery, but the Union troops were bivouacked outside the city when word came that Richmond, Virginia, had fallen. On April 9, General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Court House.


The momentous and bloody Civil War, which cost 625,000 lives, had ended—and with it, the dispute over Trotter’s rank. Within weeks, the 55th’s commanders received word from the Union’s secretary of war that Trotter, Dupree, and the third Negro could be made second lieutenants—although the appointments were not official until July 1. Some white officers threatened to resign in protest, but Trotter was ecstatic, grateful he’d be discharged at the rank earned the previous year and generously noting, “Our best officers do not manifest any Colorphobia.” In Boston, the Liberator mentioned him in a story about Negroes who had been promoted to officer ranks, “in the service of their country.”


Trotter did not leave the South immediately after the war ended. From late spring until his discharge in September he became part of the transition force overseeing the early days of Reconstruction. His job was to ensure that slave owners signed labor contracts with their freed slaves. Under the new rules, no plantation owner was allowed to have Negroes working the fields without such contracts. “The former slaveholders wince under the new order of things,” Trotter observed. “It seems to hurt them sorely—having to treat as intelligent free men and women… those whom they have tyrannized over with impunity, treating them as so many cattle.”


Armed with a Colt revolver, he’d ride alone on horseback to war-torn plantations that had lost much of their antebellum luster and grandeur. “The Chivalry all treated me with respect and were very skillful in concealing whatever bitterness they may have felt when seeing a ‘nigger’ with shoulder straps riding along the road to Columbia visiting their plantations in order to see that they were treating properly the colored people.” But he could see the defeat etched in their faces. “The people of South Carolina who have been in this wicked Rebellion are now completely cowed down,” he said. “They are whipped.”


James Monroe Trotter certainly understood Carolinians’ role in history—“They began the Rebellion,” he wrote a friend. Fifty years later, a Kentucky-born filmmaker would agree, when he chose to set his dramatic Civil War epic in South Carolina. But the courage, book smarts, and eloquence of the young second lieutenant would always expose the lie that Negroes were heathens, as David Wark “D. W.” Griffith, son of Confederate officer “Roaring Jake,” would portray them in The Birth of a Nation.
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The Trotters


As a boy, Monroe Trotter learned his Civil War history from a father who, as one family historian said, “had just enough of the war to make him know and properly value manhood and freedom in its truest sense.” When Monroe was ten, the senior Trotter was one of the keynote speakers at a reunion of the 55th and 54th Massachusetts Infantries. James Trotter recalled the Negro soldiers’ unity in their refusal of unequal wages, the suffering of their families back home, and the shared honor of standing together against racism. “In their struggle for equal pay and recognition,” he said at the gathering November 8, 1882, “the Massachusetts colored troops finally won for themselves, for all other colored troops, and relatively for their race and its friends, a complete and glorious victory.”


Following his official discharge from the army in September 1865, James Trotter had returned briefly to Ohio, where he renewed his acquaintance with the Chillicothe schoolteacher Virginia Isaacs. Then, at age twenty-three, he moved to Massachusetts. He and his best friend William Dupree settled into a tenement at 18 Blossom Street with four other bachelors. They were staying in the Boston neighborhood where most Negroes lived—on the back side of Beacon Hill, a crowded area of narrow side streets and alleyways in the West End that some referred to by the slur “Nigger Hill.” Both men began working in 1866 for the post office—Trotter as a clerk and Dupree as a letter carrier. Both also stayed in touch with the Isaacs sisters. Two years later, Trotter and Virginia Isaacs, both twenty-six years old, were married in the Chillicothe Colored Baptist Church, and two years after that, Dupree followed suit, marrying Virginia’s older sister Elizabeth.


The Trotters’ first two babies were stillborn sons. Virginia’s third child, William Monroe Trotter, was born on April 7, 1872, at her parents’ farm outside Chillicothe. Returning to Boston seven months later, the Trotters moved into a brick house on Kendall Street in the city’s South End. They remained close to the Duprees as well as to other Negro families that, like theirs, were relatively new to Boston, in addition to socializing with some whose roots in the city were long standing. For example, Charles Pindell’s family lived just a few blocks away. The Pindells belonged to the so-called Negro elite in a Negro community that made up only about 3 percent of the city’s overall population during the late 1800s. Before the Civil War, Pindell’s uncle William had lobbied to end school segregation in the Boston courts and state legislature. Charles Pindell was himself an attorney. He had a daughter, Geraldine, nicknamed “Deenie,” born in 1872, seven months after Monroe Trotter was born, and as youngsters the two became acquainted during their parents’ get-togethers.


Monroe’s boyhood was rich intellectually, and his family’s circumstances comfortable. The Trotters moved out to Hyde Park when their second child, Maude, was due in 1874. Growing up there, Monroe saw his father commute to Boston each morning on a horse-drawn streetcar to his job at the post office’s registry section. During that period, James also found time to complete a book that captured his enduring passion for Negro music: published in 1878, the 508-page Music and Some Highly Musical People was the first of its kind—a historical survey of Negro music, covering every region and every type of music. “It should find a welcome to every library,” wrote New York’s Baptist Outlook in its review. The opus featured a huge section of mini-biographies of Negro musicians and composers, along with a lengthy appendix of songs by twelve Negro composers.


More than five thousand copies sold within three years of its release. By the next year, the book’s royalties proved a welcome source of income. Chafing about discriminatory practices at the post office and mulling what to do after a white colleague—“his inferior both in rank and ability”—got a job ahead of him, James Trotter at last made up his mind. In 1883 he quit in protest. It had become a matter of principle. To date, young Monroe had witnessed his father’s intense work ethic. Now he tasted the independent spirit that was the true measure of the veteran’s Civil War service.
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James M. Trotter’s likeness in his book, Music and Some Highly Musical People (Boston 1880; New York 1881).


COURTESY OF BOSTON UNIVERSITY’S GOTLIEB ARCHIVAL RESEARCH CENTER.


Out of a job for the first time since his discharge from the army, the senior Trotter cobbled together a living from his book royalties and his modest success with dabbling in real estate. But the family did not go wanting for too long. Trotter’s independence of mind, asserted in politics, brought him an unexpected return. He had grown increasingly wary of the assumption that the Republican Party owned the Negro vote. In 1883 he broke rank during a statewide gubernatorial race to support the Democratic nominee, a war veteran and lawyer named Benjamin Butler, and Butler was elected. During the 1884 election, Trotter campaigned vigorously for Grover Cleveland, and Cleveland won, becoming the only Democrat to serve as president during the fifty-two years between Lincoln’s win in 1860 and 1912, when Woodrow Wilson was elected.


James Trotter left the family behind in Hyde Park—his son, Monroe, just entering high school there—to become recorder of deeds in Washington, DC in 1887. The federal post was the highest a Negro held at the time, and Trotter succeeded the first-ever Negro recorder, the famous abolitionist and orator Frederick Douglass. His start proved difficult, however; bedridden from tuberculosis or pneumonia, he was so weak at one point that a Negro newspaper in DC reported Trotter was “on death’s door.” Although he never regained full health, Trotter did recover enough to resume work. His tenure as recorder turned out to be short, anyway—ending after two years once the Republicans regained the White House with the election of Benjamin Harrison in 1888.


Financially, however, the timing of Trotter’s brief stint in Washington couldn’t have been better. Recorder of deeds was not a salaried position; his wages were based on fees paid to the city, which was in the midst of a building boom. Trotter earned more than $10,000 annually (an income exceeding $200,000 in 2014 dollars). He had few monetary concerns, although, conscientiously, he continued to add to his real estate portfolio back in Boston. Trotter spoke occasionally at Civil War reunions and civic events, where he stressed racial pride and manhood. “I greatly value the uplifting of the colored race,” he said at one such event.


James Trotter was forty-seven, weakened in health, when his wife and family welcomed him back to Hyde Park in 1889. His son was then a high school junior who now stood about the same height as his father, at five foot eight, although his build was thicker. The senior Trotter set a high bar for him in every way, including which combatant he expected to prevail in schoolyard tussles: Monroe was instructed that he “could expect two beatings if he lost one to a white boy.” The teenager indeed became skilled with his fists, but he was also fun-loving and popular with his classmates, most of whom were white. He thrived on the competition of such sports as baseball and hockey.


If he seemed less sensitive than his father when it came to issues of race, Monroe had certainly inherited James’s intense work ethic. In grammar school, he was valedictorian. When he graduated from the Hyde Park High School in 1890, he was first in his class and had been elected class president by the twenty-one white seniors. The Negro minister at the local First Baptist Church, which the Trotters frequented, was hoping to recruit Monroe into the ministry, but his father strongly objected on the grounds that the church was all Negro—and thus segregated. It took the graduate a year to sort out his next move—but few were surprised when Monroe Trotter headed off to Cambridge in 1891 to attend Harvard College.


Richard T. Greener was the first Negro to earn an undergraduate degree at Harvard in 1870, which meant Monroe Trotter’s arrival on campus, while not typical, was not odd. Trotter certainly didn’t seem hesitant, forming fast friendships with several of the 376 freshmen—John A. Fairlie, a dorm mate, went on to become a political scientist, professor, and lifelong friend. While getting settled into College Yard, a gated area next to Harvard Square where redbrick dormitories for freshmen were located, Trotter would have noticed the fashion shift in student attire, as the baggy trouser popular for the past few years was replaced on campus by a pant neatly creased at the tailor’s—or, as some enterprising students looking to save money had discovered, pressed between their mattresses at night. For Sunday outings, the updated look for the stylish Harvard man was completed with a frock coat, silk topper, and cane.


Trotter continued his record of academic excellence, applying himself in his courses—English, mathematics, foreign languages, and philosophy. He attended lectures given by some of the foremost thinkers of the time, including George Santayana and William James. One talk that the internationally acclaimed James was known for centered on the observation that “few men live at their maximum energy,” and that this failure to function at full potential cheated both the individual and the community. James called the lecture “The Energies of Men,” and in it exhorted the unleashing of an intellectual “second wind” so that a man could break “the habit of inferiority” and achieve his “full self.” Trotter—at least in terms of his academic energy—certainly stayed on task, even as his family suffered a monumental loss halfway through his freshman year.


James Trotter died of tuberculosis just before midnight on Friday, February 26, 1892. He was fifty. Monroe had been summoned home in time, and although the next morning he was grieving and helping to plan the funeral, he was also thinking about his homework. “Please send me my Latin, Greek, French and German books with dictionaries by express today,” he requested of his new friend John Fairlie in a telegram sent before lunchtime at the Western Union station in Hyde Park.


That Sunday, Trotter sat down and wrote his classmate a more formal note: “Dear Fairlie, My father died last Friday night. The funeral takes place from the house, 68 Neponset Ave. Tuesday at one o’clock P.M. It would please if you could be present. Your Friend.” Fairlie was indeed there the afternoon of March 1, the Trotter home filled with friends and family as the funeral service began with the beat of a drum and the marching arrival, in uniform, of members of a war veterans’ post. Many officers of the 55th attended, including its former captain, George T. Garrison, who served as a pallbearer, carrying Trotter’s casket to Mount Hope Cemetery. William Lloyd Garrison spoke, recalling how, when they’d first met at Camp Meigs, Trotter had been “conspicuous among the soldiers of the 55th Regiment for his intelligence, activity and interesting personality.”


Despite James Trotter’s passing, his son refused to be thrown off track. He finished his freshman year ranked third in his class. On the first anniversary of his father’s death, when coincidentally he was home sick, Trotter wrote a chatty letter to Fairlie in which he said nothing about his loss of the previous year. Instead, he gossiped about school, described the oyster stew his mother had made him, and worried about missing his classes.


When Trotter went home the summer after his freshman year in 1892, the foremost thing on his mind was making money. He paid little attention to events beyond Hyde Park, such as those in Memphis, Tennessee, where the murder of three Negro businessmen in March was both national news and the tipping point for another young Negro—Ida B. Wells, a writer for a Negro paper in Memphis called Free Speech. The men, one of whom was Wells’s friend, were shot and lynched following their arrest for defending a grocery store against a ransacking mob hired by a white competitor.


Wells’s fiery editorials condemning the murders led angry white mobs to storm her office and destroy the printing presses. She became targeted for abuse and death threats, and by spring had fled Memphis for New York City. Undeterred, she launched an antilynching campaign, and by summer was hard at work on a pamphlet, Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases.


Trotter, meanwhile, was working as a door-to-door salesman, selling inexpensive, portable Chautauqua Industrial Art Desks, which upper-middle-class families liked to buy for their kids. He would lug several of them strapped together as he made his way around Boston. He liked to haggle over the price but refused to ever go below $3.25. “No house is too poor for me to call,” he wrote to his pal Fairlie late in the summer. “My being a student helps me a little. I always manage to let them know it.” Day after day Trotter honed his pitch, discovering “affability and good lungs are essential to success—and success means money!” He was proud that he made at least one sale each day, with a personal best of seven sales a day. “It takes pluck, grit and hard work”—and yet he still had time for reading, bike trips, tennis, and twice going on outings to the beach with family.


The summer that followed his sophomore year was spent mostly in Ohio on his grandparents’ farm. “Leading a happy-go-lucky sort of life,” he wrote Fairlie in a letter signed affectionately, “Mon.” The city-bred Trotter did some farmwork, romanticizing the country life and its health benefits: “The scenery about here is grand.” But most of all, he boasted about the turf tennis court he’d built in the yard. “The afternoon I finished the court I played with everybody in the place,” he said. Word of his court spread, and neighbors flocked to play a game that was new to them. “It is more fun than a goat to see two stiff jointed old farmers with their big clumsy boots, slipping and sliding and missing the ball!”


That summer climaxed with a visit to Chicago and the 1893 World’s Fair, the Columbian Exposition, which celebrated the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s 1492 arrival in the New World. Trotter urged Fairlie to attend, calling the spectacle a must-see, “great, magnificent and grand.” The rave review completely ignored the controversy at the fair that concerned his own race.


Prominent civil rights activists were threatening to boycott the exposition because there were no exhibits on Negro life in America. Leading the protest was the crusading journalist Wells, now a Chicago resident. Together with Frederick Douglass, she drafted an eighty-one-page booklet to spotlight Negro exclusion from the fair, and to detail some of that history, covering both emancipation and the scourge of lynching. Supporters handed out the pamphlet, called Reasons Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition, to visitors flocking into Chicago. Trotter apparently never read a copy.


Matters of race and civil rights, whether in the South or in his own Harvard Yard, were not particularly on the radar of handsome young student. He was oblivious to the fact that he could never join his college’s exclusive social clubs. Not that he wanted to. Nor was he perturbed by the commotion in the spring of his sophomore year, involving Negro football star William H. Lewis, the son of former slaves who had left Virginia for higher education in the north. Lewis twice walked into a barbershop in Harvard Square to get a haircut, only to be ordered each time to leave the premises. Instead, Trotter navigated college life with a certain ease and élan—a quality other Negro students at Harvard noticed. One in particular was William Edward Burghardt Du Bois.


W. E. B. Du Bois, four years older than Trotter, grew up in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, and earned a bachelor’s degree from Harvard in 1890. He began his doctorate studies in sociology in 1891, when Trotter was starting his freshman year. The two became friendly in a relatively small circle of Negroes that also included Lewis. In fact, before Lewis had started at Harvard Law School, Trotter, Du Bois, and a group of friends crossed the state to attend Lewis’s graduation from Amherst College. Du Bois noticed that Trotter didn’t “seek other colored students as companions” and, at times, acted “curiously aloof.” But Du Bois did not begrudge Trotter for this. If he felt lonesome as a minority surrounded by so many whites, he admired the way Trotter exuded the attitude that “colored students must not herd together, just because they were colored.” Trotter was “no hanger-on, but a leader among them.”


But Du Bois might well have begrudged Trotter’s luck in courtship. For a time, Du Bois had a crush on one young woman in their crowd who was taking courses in bookkeeping and stenography at a business college in Boston: the silky-haired Deenie Pindell, whose family had lived near the Trotters when she was a toddler. She was a “fine, forthright woman,” Du Bois said, “blonde, blue-eyed and fragile.” The two dated for a bit, “but in the end I had no chance.” Monroe and Deenie had rekindled their friendship and soon turned what had been a long-standing family acquaintance into a full-fledged romance. “Monroe Trotter found his love for once and for all time,” Trotter later wrote, describing the first time he and Deenie kissed after a lawn party in Revere, north of Boston.


However, grades mattered most. In four years, Trotter would never rank lower than eighth in his class. He was the first Negro ever elected to Phi Beta Kappa—not as a senior, but during junior year, as one of the so-called First Eight chosen. But in those days, he still showed no interest in the bigger civic ideas that had been his father’s passion—politics, civil rights, and race. His sister Maude, who attended Wellesley College, once called her brother a “jolly, fun-loving, affectionate and merry” student, although sociability for him did not include even a hint of alcohol. Trotter was a member of the Prohibition Club as well as a founding member of the Total Abstinence Club, and once insisted to Maude’s future husband that “beer-drinking students were headed straight for Hell.”


By Class Day on June 21, 1895, Monroe Trotter was awash in academic honors, set to receive his bachelor of arts degree magna cum laude as a proud member of Phi Beta Kappa. “Unexpected was my A in English 6,” he proudly told Fairlie, in a note thanking his friend for “four years of fellowship.” Deenie, ill in the weeks leading up to graduation, recovered in time to watch Trotter receive his degree on his big day. Harvard was a special place for him, “an inspiration,” he wrote later, a “place of freedom, equality and real democracy.”


Others in his circle—Du Bois and William Lewis—might not have shared his misty-eyed sentiment, but Trotter had experienced the college as a meritocracy. He had succeeded in a big way, earning the credentials to fulfill his dream of a career in international business, even if that vision was narrowly focused compared to the accomplishments of his father, a man who had achieved his full potential—teacher, Civil War officer, post office supervisor, writer of a musical history, and more. Monroe Trotter did not yet seem to possess the senior Trotter’s wisdom. In a way, the young Harvard graduate was entering the real world acting as if he didn’t know he was a Negro. That would change soon enough, as he discovered for himself the kind of big ideas and new energy to propel him toward what William James had called “the full self.”
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William Monroe Trotter (top row, left) with fellow members of the Phi Beta Kappa fraternity at Harvard in 1895. Trotter was the fraternity’s first African-American member.
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The Griffiths


David Wark Griffith was a just a child when he first began tiptoeing out of the bedroom he shared with his siblings to hide under a table in the parlor and listen to his elderly father, Jacob, hold forth in the evening. “He had a voice of terrific power,” the filmmaker said later. Eavesdropping became a way for a boy hungry for connection to get closer to a father he’d not gotten nearly enough of during his short life. In fact, from the time when David was two and until he was four, Jacob Griffith had lived separately in a boardinghouse in Frankfort, Kentucky, the state’s capital, while serving a term as state representative.


The family homestead was named Lofty Green—a title invoking the image of a grand southern plantation. As an adult the younger Griffith romanticized the site, located in Oldham County about twenty miles outside of Louisville, as a “lovely palace, the true Kentucky estate,” although its 260-odd acres of farm country, where a handful of former slaves continued living in their old slave cabins, were not close to the dimensions of true southern plantations. The house itself was a plain-looking structure with four rooms on the first floor and an additional room, or garret, under a sloping roof above. One notable feature was the front porch, another venue where family patriarch, nicknamed “Roaring Jake,” liked to hold court within arm’s reach of the bourbon barrel.


It was the early 1880s—the post–Civil War years—when David Griffith hunkered in the parlor on “reading nights,” the flickering candles that adults used to illuminate the room doubling as magical enhancements for the eager boy. He was, in effect, a child in search of a bedtime story, and he got plenty. The thunderous voice had the impact of a preacher upon a worshiper, even if the senior Griffith’s reputation as a southern gentleman was chock-full of blemishes. Jake Griffith was a hard-drinking barroom swashbuckler and loafer, a man of property—through marriage, not through the fruits of his own hard work—who ultimately ran the family’s holdings into the ground under massive debts.


But those failings aside, he was indisputably stellar on two fronts—as Confederate soldier and raconteur—and these were what young David Griffith soaked up while hidden under the table. It’s hard to imagine that a boy crawling like a puppy into the room would go undetected, and so the grown-ups likely simply let it go, allowing him a ringside seat for his father’s various performances, be they readings from Shakespeare, poet Edgar Allan Poe, or romantic novelist Sir Walter Scott; lectures on Griffith family history; or, most important, theatrical retellings of heart-pounding moments and heroics from the Civil War that the film director later said, “were burned right into my memory.”


Most of the time during these performances, the truth wasn’t enough and was instead like clay, something for Jake Griffith to work with in the molding of a more impressive narrative. This was especially the case when he was covering the family’s ancestral history. The way young Griffith heard it, his lineage was a mix of English and Welsh aristocracy, tracing to an Englishman identified as Lord Brayington, first name unknown, who arrived in Maryland in the early 1700s. For reasons unknown, the aristocrat began going by his wife’s maiden name of Griffith, which Jake further reported was the anglicized version of Gruffydd, a line of powerful Welsh chieftains, the point being the Griffiths were descendents of Welsh lords.


Next in line came Jake’s grandfather, Salathiel, whom Jake portrayed as a Revolutionary War hero; and then his father, Daniel, whom he described as a captain who valiantly fought during the War of 1812 in New Orleans alongside Andrew Jackson. Later in life, D. W. Griffith hired genealogists in a bid to entangle fact from fancy, but he could never fully sort it all out one way or another. His biographers had better luck peeling away some of the embellishments, revealing that while Salathiel Griffith did enlist in a Maryland volunteer unit during the American Revolution, there was no evidence of heroism. As for Daniel Griffith, he was never a captain and never fought alongside Andrew Jackson, but was a corporal who served for only a month in the Virginia Militia that in August 1814 was unable to repel a British force from burning down much of Washington, DC. But none of these facts got in the way of Roaring Jake’s accounts of impressive Griffith manhood that showcased breeding and bravery.


Jacob Wark Griffith was a fourth-generation American, born on October 13, 1819, in Virginia’s Jefferson County. In 1836 his father, Daniel, moved to Kentucky, where he began working farmland north of Louisville. In 1839 twenty-one-year-old Jake joined him there. With no trade and barely more than an elementary school level of education, Jake began a medical apprenticeship with a local doctor. In a couple of years he had his own practice, making his rounds on a horse. On September 18, 1848, he married Mary Oglesby, from one of the more prominent families in Oldham County. The Oglesbys had a history and assets that would have caught Jake’s attention. Not only had the family’s arrival in the New World predated the Griffiths’, but Mary’s ancestor who’d first settled in Kentucky following the Revolutionary War had done so on land awarded for his war service. From there, the clan’s holdings and distinction grew. Even so, Jake Griffith apparently couldn’t stop himself from adding further polish to his wife’s family tree, telling his children that their mother’s mother—Nancy Carter—was a descendant of the famous Carters of Virginia, one of the state’s so-called First Families for being among its original settlers in the 1620s. However, he had no proof for the claim.


Jake’s father-in-law, Thomas Oglesby, supported the newlyweds by allowing them to stay in his home until he had a five-room cottage built for the couple. Their firstborn, a son, died soon after birth, but during the next decade the couple had two daughters and two sons. (David and two more siblings would be born after the Civil War.) Jake Griffith proved a restless spouse. Even before the marriage, he’d enlisted in a Kentucky cavalry regiment that joined General Zachary Taylor in Texas in 1846 to fight in the Mexican War. He saw some action but mostly was called on to care medically for the combat soldiers. Then, just twenty months into the marriage, he was seduced by the gold rush in California and took off in 1850 with a group of gold hunters that included two of his wife’s brothers. He prospected for two years northeast of Sacramento in Nevada County, fulfilling his promise to strike gold, and managed to pile up $16,000 in earnings. But heading home he displayed the recklessness and lack of discipline that became defining traits. In Louisville, the last leg of his return, he gambled it all away in a card game. He would never see so much money again.


Jake’s personality was outsize, and his blustery manner was certainly offensive to some, but even critics acknowledged his knack for storytelling—rhetorical skills that paved the way for his next adventure, election in 1854 to serve in the Kentucky state legislature. But like so many things he tried, his foray into politics was short-lived, lasting only a single term (he would return twenty-three years later for another term). Then the next year, 1856, his father-in-law died, and for the first time Jake Griffith became a veritable man of property—land, cattle, horses, and five slaves. He and his wife inherited half of the Oglesby estate, which amounted to the roughly 260 acres that became the homestead David Griffith always knew as Lofty Green. But the monotonous, staid life of a farmer did not hold much appeal to him. More than anything, Jake Griffith longed for a curriculum vitae that would crackle with the kind of gallantry and manliness he’d concocted for his forebears. It was in this regard that the Civil War became his breakout moment, providing him with a sense of purpose. Although aged forty-two, he rushed to enlist in 1861.


Twenty-odd years later young David would raptly absorb all he could about his father’s service in one of the infantry units of the First Kentucky Brigade. That Jake Griffith embraced the Confederate cause only made sense, given his standing as a slaveholder in Oldham County.


The county was a hotbed of proslavery spirit, a position that was actually at odds with the larger statewide one. The majority of Kentucky families—perhaps only one in six, according to one account—did not own slaves, and the plantation model was not widely established. Moreover, Kentucky never seceded; rather, in May 1861, the legislature passed a series of neutrality resolutions, including the following: “Resolved by the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Kentucky, that Kentucky will not sever her connection with the national Government, nor will she take up arms for either of the belligerent parties.” Jake Griffith was therefore in the minority when, in October 1861, he and like-minded true believers in southern rights got involved at the very start and began recruiting. By February 1862, their Kentucky Brigade numbered more than four thousand soldiers.


Given their state’s official position, Jake Griffith and his comrades aligned themselves with the army from neighboring Tennessee, and because of that eventually they were given a moniker: the Orphan Brigade. They also became known as the “wild Kentuckians” for always seeming to be in the thick of the fighting, beginning with their first battle, the Battle of Shiloh, in April 1861, where they were defeated by Major General Ulysses S. Grant. In the months that followed, the Kentuckians continued to stand out, full of bravado and swagger, a reputation fed not only by their deportment on the battlefield but also off it. They formed a debating society, and then a glee club to serenade the camps, and even staged theatricals.


No one embodied the brigade’s ethos more than Roaring Jake—a saber-wielding battlefield leader who, by all accounts, fought courageously. “For whatever else he was, Jacob Griffith was a brave man, and one gathers that he was completely happy, fully alive, only when he was testing his courage,” wrote one D. W. Griffith biographer. The Orphan Brigade fought mostly in the Western Theater of the Civil War—in Tennessee, Mississippi, and Alabama—which meant the Kentuckians never faced off directly against the 55th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, the all-Negro unit that counted William Monroe Trotter’s father in its ranks. But during the war’s final months, Lieutenant Colonel Griffith and Second Lieutenant Trotter were, in fact, less than a hundred miles apart, as Union forces gained control of Savannah, Georgia, and then Columbia and Charleston, South Carolina.


Trotter’s 55th regiment was among the Union troops that marched into Charleston on February 21, 1865. Griffith’s brigade, meanwhile, had been part of a final patchwork of Confederate soldiers trying to resist the invaders, but to no avail. The proud Kentuckians, once four thousand strong, had barely six hundred men left when Lee surrendered to Grant on April 9.


Peacetime was not Jake Griffith’s time. He returned home, aged forty-five, again showing little interest or skill in managing a farm. In the years to come, the war was the biggest thing on his mind, the high point of his life, and he much preferred to replay those years, often during boozy orations. This stayed true when his third son, David Wark Griffith, was born on January 22, 1875. Of the many stories Jake retold, one included the skirmish in early May 1862 at a railroad trestle known as Hewey’s Bridge, along the northern border of Alabama, where he was wounded for the first time, during a brief but bloody encounter that saw five of his Confederate comrades killed, as well as more than a dozen Union soldiers. The shoulder injury did not sideline him from action for long, but it also never healed properly and permanently nagged him to the point where, during his postwar years, he seemed crippled in the one arm. Then there was the momentous date of March 1, 1863, when he was promoted to lieutenant colonel in the third regiment of the Orphan Brigade, and fearlessly did his best as a leader of his men.


David Griffith would hear about five instances where his father was wounded in battle—a number that, as other aspects of Roaring Jake’s wartime legacy, was needlessly embellished. Griffith biographers later documented only two injuries in war records. The second, also in 1863, happened during that fall’s Chattanooga Campaign, when Jake Griffith, too disabled to mount a horse, was determined nonetheless to lead his troops into battle and came up with a hell-raising idea for transport. He commandeered a horse and buggy, ordered his men to help him climb aboard, and, from this perch in the buggy’s seat, began waving his sword and leading the charge. More than any other, the combat episode, for which he was cited for gallantry, captured Jake Griffith’s dashing, high-risk style.


The story became family legend and was eventually inscribed on the lieutenant colonel’s tombstone, even though no official record existed to support it. But D. W. always believed the Chattanooga anecdote to be true, just as he did most of the Civil War stories his father told him, tales embedded with the recurrent themes of Confederate virtue and manliness that had been lost in the North’s victory.


The Confederate soldier and his saber always seemed to go together in D. W. Griffith’s earliest images of his father—at least that’s what the film pioneer told interviewers later and wrote in an unfinished memoir. The boy would watch in awe as the veteran readied himself to stage battlefield reenactments in the meadows of Lofty Green for the benefit of his offspring: the dark-eyed Jake in his sixties, a long, untamed beard covering the lower half of his face, climbing into the worn gray coat adorned with epaulets, and then buckling on his hefty sword belt. Ready for action, the lieutenant colonel “would flash his elusive weapon and thrust, parry and riposte in all the darts and flings of carte and tierce,” Griffith recalled later about the blade work.


Or there was Griffith’s account of his father’s waving the sword as he chased one of the former slaves around the property, a story that began with a haircut. His older brother William had been to Louisville and saw that due to the influence of northern tastes, “they were doing away with the dangling locks the men were wearing,” Griffith wrote later. His brother went to Uncle Zeke, a “plantation barber” before the war, who commenced to snip. The finished haircut gave the Griffith brothers pause. “I think perhaps he overdid the job a little and cut it too short,” Griffith said. “It made him look like an ex-convict.”


The lieutenant colonel happened along. “Father came out, stalked over to the scene, looked at brother William and pretended not to know him.” This was not a good sign for the barber. Next Jake roared, “My God, who in the hell did this to you?” Once the finger was pointed at Uncle Zeke, the elder Griffith went into the house, retrieved his old cavalry saber, and chased the “erring nigger around the house.”


David Griffith enjoyed telling this story with obvious relish later in life, the details of which differed slightly depending on the rendering. In one, the former slave was named Uncle Easter; in another, his younger brother Albert was the one who got the haircut. Every version ended the same, however, with his realization that his father was putting on a show and only pretending to be angry with the former slave. “Old Zeke was scared pale, and I was taking it seriously myself until with a wink and a smile from Father enlightened me.” In another version Griffith added, “I always had a suspicion Father liked the old nigger better than anyone around the house.”


But happy ending notwithstanding, in no version did David Griffith convey a sense that Uncle Zeke was a fellow human being who was the brunt of a cruel joke. Instead the barber was fodder—as subservient “nigger” or “darky”—for his father’s charade. The tale actually oozes with subtext and symbols—the sword, the menacing display of white power, and a terrorized Negro. But the younger Griffith apparently had a lifelong tin ear for the unconscious racism that had been embedded in him as a result of his surroundings and upbringing. For him, the point of the story was not the inhumanity shown Uncle Zeke—a prop, after all—but was about his flashy father and that symbolic sword. And when it came to deciding what makes a man, the combination of soldier and sword left an indelible mark. “That flaming, flashing spirit of the sword entered my child mind, filled my imagination, and satisfied my suspicion that my father was the greatest man in the world,” he said later.


David Griffith grew up steeped in the tradition of a Lost Cause that saw slavery as a gentle, paternalistic feature of the southern way of life; secession as a logical response to the North’s belligerent intrusion into the South’s affairs; and the North’s victory as inevitable, given its larger armies and resources. His father’s oral histories were reinforced by a cultural and political shift across Kentucky in the years following Lee’s surrender. Having voted not to secede during the war, afterward the state, wrote one historian, “showed herself more Southern in habits of thought and sympathies, than, perhaps, any part of the former Confederacy itself” and, as a leading critic of the federal government, “posed as a champion of the states beset by the carpetbagger” (the disparaging term for a northerner who traveled south seeking to profit from Reconstruction). Kentucky’s sensibilities had turned so ardently antebellum that “it was often remarked that she waited until after the war was over to secede from the Union.” The medium became the message for young Griffith, at home and in school, where he studied texts in which “the Confederate tradition was nursed and nurtured.” His head filled with notions of chivalry and noble warriors’ taking up arms in the cause of the old South against immoral opponents. (It was a dynamic similar to how he later regarded the defense of The Birth of a Nation against its critics: as a noble cause in the great fight for unhampered artistic expression.)


Griffith’s home in Oldham County was located just outside the small town of Beard’s Station, which was later renamed Crestwood. The house stood by an orchard and was surrounded by pasture and wheat fields. “It had a very cheerful outlook from the front of the house, looking from the front windows on the left towards the main road, a sloping meadow and a field where they generally grew wheat, and on the right, at the corner line, a graveyard,” he wrote later. He and his siblings ran past the graveyard and crossed a stream to attend school in a one-room county schoolhouse, although as a child he was educated as much at home as in school because his oldest sister, Mattie, became a teacher and provided “grammar, Latin declensions and catechetic instruction.” He was closest to his youngest brother, Albert—a bond that lasted a lifetime—and later recalled, “Country boys as a rule haven’t many friends… but I always had lots of pets around,” a menagerie that included dogs, cats, raccoons, possums, geese, chickens, and even, he insisted, some bear cubs.


His boyhood was largely unremarkable in its start. His mother, Mary, always called him David and never let anyone call him Dave (D. W. became an adult identifier). He viewed her as quiet and stern, with a hard exterior. It was his father—and Jake’s melodramatic manner—that occupied the center of his universe. But then suddenly in 1885 the center imploded. The elder Griffith was nearing sixty-six and young David was only ten, when during the night of March 30, Jake Griffith began suffering painful convulsions and a doctor was summoned. The household erupted into chaos as it awaited the arrival of medical assistance.


The cause of the emergency was never fully determined. The filmmaker always attributed the illness to inferior “catgut” a surgeon had used during the Civil War to sew up a bullet wound that had left his father’s insides hanging out. Two decades later, he said, the surgical thread, without warning, had rotted and broke, leading to peritonitis, or an inflammation of the membrane lining the walls of the abdominal cavity and enclosing the intestines. D. W. Griffith’s biographers uncovered evidence of another possible factor—Roaring Jake’s penchant for bourbon and eating in excess whenever he felt the urge. Earlier that night he’d sat on the front porch, drinking copiously from the bourbon barrel and indulged “in no less than eight homemade pickles from another nearby barrel.”


In any event, nothing could be done to reverse Jake Griffith’s fast decline. David, full of fear and worry, had retreated to the rear porch to watch the commotion, and he was still there when the doctor came out of the house and reported that there was no hope. Griffith heard that his father lay dying and had only a few hours left. “I went around the house and got behind the chimney in my favorite corner when I was in trouble and, of course, I broke out into tears.” In a bit, others found him and brought him to his father’s bedside, where the rest of the family was assembled. “When it came my turn, I came beside the bed,” Griffith wrote. Jake looked at him: “Those brave eyes now seemed so soft and tender.” His father’s last words to him were, “Be brave, my son.”


After more family farewells, Jacob Wark Griffith was dead. David was devastated. “They took him away, that which I loved more than anything I have ever loved in my life.” The hundreds of mourners who attended the funeral at the Mount Tabor Methodist Church included veterans from the First Kentucky Brigade. The service featured a rifle volley to honor the life of the Confederate veteran.


In the wake of his death, the reality of the patriarch’s wayward ways hit hard. Jake Griffith had borrowed heavily against Lofty Green, taking no less than three mortgages to pay off gambling and other debts. That its financial condition was dire proved a life-altering aftershock to a family reeling from the sudden loss of a father and husband. “Nothing is so sad as poverty,” the filmmaker commented later. But despite the financial free fall, he never blamed his father or accepted any other version of him than the one already impressed upon his younger self’s imagination. It was as if from then on the boy’s glorified portrait of the adventuresome and swashbuckling Colonel Roaring Jake was fixed, as in a child’s snow globe.
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