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INTRODUCTION



Atlanta’s Dixie Heritage


From the Heart of the Confederacy to the Black Mecca


On January 4, 2021, one day before a critical runoff for both of Georgia’s seats in the US Senate, the president-elect, Democrat Joseph Biden, told crowds in Atlanta that the fate of the country lay in their hands: “One state can chart the course [of our country], not just for the next four years, but for the next generation.” On that same day, outgoing president Donald Trump, who refused to concede his loss to Biden and promoted baseless claims of widespread voter fraud, spoke to crowds in Georgia, some of whom waved Confederate flags. Trump insisted that “our country is depending on you. The whole world is watching the people of Georgia tomorrow.” Sharing the stage with Trump, conservative Republican incumbent Kelly Loeffler evoked the words of her predecessors: “We’ve got to hold the line.” Fear-stoking terms of the past such as abolition and integration were supplanted by a new one: socialism. According to Loeffler, the progressive Democratic candidates, Raphael Warnock and Jon Ossoff, were aiming to lead the country astray with far-left agendas: “We’re the firewall to stopping socialism in America.”1


On January 5, 2021, in a stunning upset, both Democratic candidates defeated the Republican incumbents, effectively granting control of the legislative branch to the Democratic Party. Warnock, the first black senator in the state’s history, is the senior pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church, the church in which Martin Luther King Jr. was raised and served as pastor. Like the many historical figures who animate this book, Warnock arrived in Atlanta to attend one of its black colleges. He stayed to contribute to his new hometown in remarkable and indelible ways.


Political analysts repeatedly drew attention to the unprecedented voting power of Democratic-leaning African Americans, especially in the Atlanta metropolitan area.2 Although many grassroots organizations and people are responsible for this electoral transformation, no single figure has been more celebrated than Stacey Abrams, who first appeared in the press in 1992 as an eighteen-year-old activist demanding that the image of the Confederate battle flag be removed from the state flag.


In 2022 Abrams and Warnock both entered electoral races drawing national attention. Abrams ran for governor against Republican incumbent Brian Kemp but ultimately lost. However, Warnock ran against Herschel Walker, a former football star who is also black. Although Walker has been called a “token” candidate put forth by the Republican Party, he had the support of Trump and other GOP leaders, including most white Georgians. The circumstances forced white Georgia voters to choose between two black senatorial candidates for the first time. Although Walker garnered an estimated 70 percent of white voters, the groundswell of support among African American voters (about 90 percent cast Democratic ballots) gave Senator Warnock a victory for a full six-year term. Warnock represents the political transformations wrought by generations of African American voters, activists, and institution builders, especially in the Atlanta metropolitan area.


This book examines the remarkable story of Atlanta, starting when the municipality barely existed and continuing on to the present day, in which the Gate City has gained a place among the world’s leading metropoles.


Atlanta has been called a variety of famous (and infamous) nicknames over the last 175 years. No two names capture the contrast of the city’s history as much as “Imperial City,” for the Ku Klux Klan, and the “Black Mecca.” The former name emerged in the 1920s, when the nation’s largest and oldest terror group peaked with an estimated four million members. Its international headquarters was based in Atlanta, where the mayor, most police officers, and many local and statewide politicians were open members of the Klan. Neo-Confederate white nationalism had a firm grip on all corners of Atlanta’s landscape, from politics to education to popular culture. At the start of the decade, although there were public high schools available for black students in cities and towns across the South, they were barred from all of Atlanta’s public high schools. From the country’s most popular movie, Gone with the Wind (as well as the Margaret Mitchell novel on which it was based), to the 1946 movie Song of the South and other filmic and novelistic presentations, the Gate City was firmly associated with Old South tropes.


A half-century after it was known as the “citadel of the Klan,” Atlanta was dubbed the “Black Mecca” and would be the first major southern city to elect a black mayor. Another half-century later, the former bastion of hardened white nationalism would boast inordinate black achievement. Over the decades, multiple magazines have heralded the city as the “best city” for African Americans. By 2020, the city had the highest concentration of black-owned businesses and black millionaires, and an exceptional imprint on the national political economy. More black people migrated to Atlanta than to any other metropolitan area in the United States between 1990 and 2020, giving it the largest number of black people in any metro area after New York City. The world’s busiest airport, based in the city, had been under unbroken black executive administration for more than thirty years while achieving nearly twenty years of awards for efficiency and innovation by leading airline industry associations. Today, the airport has more than 80 percent of all minority-owned airport business contracts in the United States. In terms of population, African Americans are overrepresented in the administration of the city: schoolteachers, administrators, police officers, and firefighters. They are overrepresented in upper administration as well as lower-skilled occupations in the municipal and county governments. In terms of political activity, on Election Day 2020, African Americans cast more votes in the Atlanta metro area than in any other state’s metro area. Atlanta has the largest concentration of black colleges and universities in the country, and it has an imprint on African American culture that exceeds that of all other cities. Scores of films, production companies, reality shows, and record labels centered on black creative expression have positioned Atlanta as a near “Wakanda,” or black utopian landscape.3 This book explores how a city that once outlawed black ownership of property, black voting, black assemblage, and black education—and even criminalized black people wearing clothing “above their station”—evolved into the veritable capital of black America.


This is a history of Atlanta from the uncertain moments before the conflagration of war subsumed the city to the present. Although dozens of books have explored various components, themes, and periods of the city’s history, this one uniquely centers its attention on the resilience of two ideals: neo-Confederate politics and Afro-self-determinism. This book explores the historical arc of the Confederacy’s rise, reprise, and demise in the Gate City while simultaneously drawing attention to the exceptional achievements of the city’s black community, which occurred in spite of neo-Confederate antipathy. The meaning of the term neo-Confederate is self-evident, but I define Afro-self-determinism as the belief that the interests of African Americans are best advanced by establishing collective control of institutions in their community, such as churches, businesses, schools, and social and political groups. This concept critically differs from black nationalism in that Afro-self-determinism does not disavow US citizenship or seek territorial separatism, as did classic black nationalists, such as the Universal Negro Improvement Association and the Nation of Islam. Although it lacks the conspicuous cultural centering of black aesthetics found in the late 1960s, it ideologically presages the black power movement by sharing two similar core principles: (1) privileging black institution building while not centering integration with whites as a central goal for black people’s advancement, and (2) affirming the right in practice and theory for (armed) self-defense by black people.


In telling the history of how black people made extraordinary achievements in Atlanta in spite of the constraints consistently imposed on them by neo-Confederate white nationalism, I follow the stories of several individuals who illuminate the contested definitions of freedom, democracy, and citizenship. Among them are the nineteenth-century Georgia senator and wartime mayor of Madison, Joshua Hill, and a child whom he enslaved, William Edward Evans. The lives of both, tied together through intersecting fates on a plantation sixty miles from Atlanta, illuminate the contested definitions of freedom, democracy, and citizenship.


At age nine, Evans found his freedom from slavery in November 1864, at the moment Union troops marched through Madison. After the fall of Reconstruction, he settled in the state capital, drawn by the prospect of new opportunities, especially those emanating from the concentration of black colleges and universities, and found early work as a plasterer. These schools were foundational to the unique development of black advancement in Atlanta. They were early local expressions of the Afro-self-determinism that Evans personifies. Still in his twenties, the formerly enslaved Evans was hired to help build an iconic building at Atlanta University, Stone Hall, which would house the office of an eminent Harvard-educated scholar, also named William Edward. Evans was active in Friendship Baptist Church, the early Atlanta home for both Morehouse College and Spelman College. He lived through disenfranchisement, survived the 1906 Racial Massacre, and witnessed the New Negro movement in Atlanta. He helped build academic halls at local black colleges, including a Morehouse College dorm, Robert Hall, where a young Martin Luther King Jr. eventually lived. After working with leading black construction firms, he started his own, which was one of several black-owned construction companies in the city. When he died, in 1944, Evans owned a home larger than that of his former enslaver, Senator Hill. He and his wife, Sarah, a schoolteacher, had raised several children, some of whom were graduates of the local black colleges and taught generations of the city’s black children. Atlanta’s history is full of people like Evans, who through their commitment to Afro-self-determinism transformed the city into a place where black people could make substantial advancement. Atlanta’s history includes colorful, complex, and often inspirational figures, such as Tunis Campbell, Henry Grady, John and Lugenia Burns Hope, Ivan Allen Jr., Grace Towns Hamilton, Maynard Jackson, Shirley Franklin, and Rodney Strong.


In contrast to many histories that highlight how progressive the city has been, I shift the gaze to focus on African American leaders as critical actors who forged remarkable achievements despite the powerful forces opposing them at nearly every front. This theme runs throughout the history of the city, from the earliest black landowners in the nineteenth century through the multimillionaire tycoons of the 1970s. Black success in the city is too often explained by how “progressive” Atlanta is rather than by the ingenuity and persistence of black people who managed to achieve success in spite of the relentless waves of neo-Confederate white nationalism. For example, the sprawling and bucolic black colleges and universities (and, importantly, their alumni) are used as proof of how racially progressive Atlanta is without putting the very existence and need of these colleges in context. They were not forged because the neo-Confederate leadership valued black education. The success of these schools is not because “Atlanta” had elevated and poured resources into black education. These black achievements are nothing short of remarkable when measured against the obstinate forces that, in every way, stood against them. This book tells that story.


The narrative begins before the Civil War, with the emergence of the white southern nationalism that would shape much of the city’s core character for generations. The story advances through the 1864 siege of Atlanta, which was a consequence of the city’s fierce commitment to white southern nationalism. However, its fantastic rebirth evinced a resilience that was greater than the city itself. Atlanta emerged in the late nineteenth century as the veritable capital of the New South. And with a Janus-faced affection for its Confederate past, it also looked to the future from the vantage point of a progressive, modern city that was simultaneously prepared for industrial capitalism and a full integration into the fabric of American identity. It transcended the stultifying occupations of sectional discord and embraced its Americanness even as it built conspicuous altars and monuments to the Confederacy. In fact, Atlanta’s identity after the Civil War cannot be extricated from its Confederate roots. Although Atlanta was not totally unlike other southern cities, its Confederate culture was especially pervasive. From the naming of schools, streets, statuary, and holidays to the cultural depictions in literature, film, and music to the civic groups and law, Atlanta’s essential character was forged in the fire of its bellum ultimum. The seal for the city of Atlanta was a testament to how fundamental the war was to the city. Adopted in 1900, it has two dates: 1847, the year the city was chartered, and 1865, the year the Civil War ended and the city emerged from the ashes of Union bombardment and destruction. The seal prominently features the mythical phoenix rising from flames with the word Resurgence. The city’s official history explains the design of the Atlanta seal:


Just as the phoenix, fabled bird of myth and story, rose from its ashes to begin a new life, the people of Atlanta returned to the ashes of their city without bitterness or self-pity, and began the gigantic task which lay before them. Their seal is an enduring symbol of the courage, vision and selflessness they brought to that task… reminders of a gallant past, of the civic spirit which will make tomorrow the full realization of today’s hopes and plans.4


Atlanta emerged after the war as a mélange of competing forces: a locus of federal power—militarily and politically—but also a site of Confederate Redeemer power. It embraced an ambitious business community that heralded industrial capitalism, but its economy remained strongly tethered to a preindustrial feudal system of agrarian debt peonage. The city became home to the state’s largest black population and its largest concentration of black colleges, yet it had an obstinately racist local and state government that grossly mistreated and oppressed its black citizens. Amid this complicated landscape, there remained a fierce loyalty to the principles of the failed Confederate experiment among the most powerful sectors of the city. The fundamental ideological thrust of the Confederacy—white nationalism—shaped every aspect of the city’s landscape: politically, socially, culturally, and beyond. Black people were liminal citizens who were required to pay taxes that supported public high schools, public parks, public roads, public utilities, and public health services that were designated for the exclusive use of whites. Black citizens were denied municipal jobs and even modern conveniences such as sidewalks and streetlights. In fact, hundreds, if not thousands, of southern cities and towns—including Birmingham, Alabama, and Jackson, Mississippi—would establish black public high schools before Atlanta.


Atlanta forged an identity as a principal municipal heir to the Confederacy itself. Those who saw themselves as loyalists to the Confederacy established homages to the rebel cause throughout the city and region. Only Virginia, where the actual capital of the Confederate States of America (CSA) existed, had more Confederate statues. Public-school textbooks celebrated the treasonous war against the United States as “patriotic” and expunged the defense of slavery as its raison d’être.


Over the century and a half after the Civil War, Atlanta grappled with its relationship with the Confederacy and that failed project’s notions of freedom, democracy, and citizenship. As a neo-Confederate enterprise, the state and local governments enacted a series of laws in the Gate City to extend and fortify principles of white nationalism. The notion that whites alone should have full and unfettered participation in the civic and political life of the state—as citizens—is foundational to white nationalism. It is based upon the principles of a government in the exclusive control of white people. This belief was essential to the Confederacy. Given that nomenclature often shifts over time, I have chosen to use white supremacy and white nationalism interchangeably; however, when appropriate, I prefer the latter to draw emphasis to the strictly political dimension, not the social pseudoscience of nineteenth-century biology. In the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, racists who argued for complete and absolute white control of the political apparatus generally identified as “white supremacists.” They fought for white supremacy, as expressed in their own speeches and writings. They advocated for the political, economic, social, and cultural supremacy of white people and for their domination of people of color. This was, as Chapter 1 details, supported by pseudoscientific and theological justifications. By the late twentieth century, some white nationalists began abandoning unscientific and biblical arguments that claimed a biological, innate superiority of whites over all others. Instead, they argued for an exclusive and sovereign white racial state: white nationalism. They have sometimes identified as white separatists or racial separatists. Many of them also, of course, believe in an innate superiority of whites over all other people. Therefore, I generally employ “nationalism” as a broad category: it captures white supremacy but is not centered on it as the fundamental driver. Absolute control of the state by white people is the dominant expression. Although its adherents may believe in racial hierarchies, white nationalism is not synonymous with white supremacy as it is currently defined.5


Chapters 1, 2, and 3 focus on the significance of the Civil War in shaping Atlanta. The shadow of the war covered every facet of the city, from education to health care. A separate and grossly unequal city arose from the ashes of war, but African Americans, with the power of local colleges and universities, forged remarkable opportunities for black brilliance, creativity, and enterprise to thrive. While much of the book explores the interconnected histories of black and white Atlanta, Chapter 4 gives special attention to the incredible resilience of the neo-Confederate cause and ideological conflict among whites who see themselves as honoring that cause. This and Chapter 5 detail how the intersections of electoral politics and race are rarely static. 


As much as the city centers its identity in its rebirth from the ashes of the Civil War, the 1906 Atlanta Racial Massacre, as Chapter 6 details, destroyed and traumatized much of black Atlanta. Similar to the resurgence after Sherman’s 1864 destruction of Atlanta, the black community rebounded with an acute focus on institution building. The efforts transformed the city and drew newcomers from across the country. Chapter 7 illuminates the exceptional social, economic, and cultural world of black Atlanta during the New Negro era of the 1920s‒1930s. The city had a higher percentage of black people than almost any other city in the country. And despite the attention focused on Harlem in this era, Atlanta alone boasted new black suburbs, multiple black college and university presidents, black corporate executives, a black-owned amusement park, black hotels, and the country’s only daily black newspaper. This all occurred while the city was headquarters to the KKK, which viewed Atlanta as a practically sacred city. By the time of the modern civil rights movement, a generation later, Atlanta, despite popular belief, was perhaps the least progressive major southern city. Although there were moderate members of the white leadership class, they remained marginal in the wider white community. Neo-Confederate control of the city prevented integration of schools, public transportation, policing, public housing, and public accommodations until later than nearly every other city in the country. Local black civil rights groups, for their part, tepidly pushed for integration, much to the chagrin of their national leadership. Black Atlanta leaders, as discussed in chapters 8 and 9, were more concerned with controlling institutions and resources critical to black people than with demanding integration into largely white-controlled spaces. This approach culminated in the election of Maynard Jackson, the South’s first black mayor of a major city.


The successful models of Mayor Jackson’s “Atlanta Plan” became a gold standard for cities seeking to effectively expand municipal contracts to minority firms, as shown in Chapter 10. The significance of Jackson’s success is in conspicuous display in the actual physical landscape of Atlanta. In addition to academic buildings, offices, skyscrapers, and the airport, the city’s three largest professional sports stadiums were fully or partially built by black firms. Chapter 11 explores how the Black Mecca became firmly placed as a veritable black capital for America after Jackson’s tenure. No longer synonymous with Gone with the Wind and Confederate celebrations, Atlanta has a cultural imprint on African American culture larger than that of any other US city.


Few people would have imagined that the former Confederate stronghold, the bastion of hardened neo-Confederate white nationalism—Atlanta—would emerge as a locus of such black political power, influence, and affluence. In the shadows of Confederate monuments, along streets named after rebels, one is always reminded of the city’s local history. The through-lines connecting the city’s past to its present are palpable. But as Scarlett O’Hara concluded, “Tomorrow is another day.”
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1 | Capturing the Heart of the Confederacy



Secession, War, and the Making of Atlanta


I need not call your attention to the fact that [Atlanta] is to the Confederacy almost as important as the heart is to the human body. We must hold it.


—Georgia governor Joseph Brown to CSA president Jefferson Davis, July 1864


In the generation before the Civil War, as sectional disputes became increasingly acrimonious, no industry was more transformative to the country than the railroads. They were swiftly making commerce and travel easier and bringing people together in some ways. Yet in other ways the industry had widened sectional chasms. As easterners gained easier access to new territories in the West, disputes arose over whether to use enslaved or wage labor in the newly acquired lands. But another, tangentially related consequence of the expansion of railroads was the creation of entirely new communities, often called “rail towns.” A railroad agent wrote in Harper’s Magazine that “every temporary terminus of track laying became a city; wicked, wonderful and short-lived.” Urban cosmopolitans from the Northeast dismissed these towns as bland, characterless constructs. They were “dropped at random upon the flat and featureless prairies along our western railroads.” They were never expected to thrive or amount to any cultural, economic, or political importance. A critic in the American Architect and Building News observed that “in the ordinary course of civilization, such characterless sites are not the ones to which populations cleave.”1 Despite a veritable consensus that these rail towns were boom-and-bust locales of little significance, the formidable South Carolina statesman, political philosopher, slaveholder, and vitriolic proponent of southern nationalism John C. Calhoun saw something promising in one such small rail town: Atlanta.


Calhoun, a former US vice president, secretary of war, senator, and wealthy planter, had been at the center of sectional crises for decades. He believed that states had a right to nullify federal laws with which they disagreed; more significantly, he believed that the Constitution did not prevent any state from seceding from the Union. Although he would die more than a decade before the start of the Civil War, he provided much of the intellectual and political foundations upon which secessionists would justify disunion. In 1846, four years before his death, Calhoun met F. M. Haygood, a prominent religious leader from Georgia. When the aging statesman learned that Haygood lived in DeKalb County, he was intrigued: “You may be proud of your country, for Atlanta is in DeKalb. Before you are as old as I am, it is probable that a southern confederacy will be formed; it will doubtless locate its capitol in Atlanta.”2 Calhoun didn’t live to witness the establishment of the Confederate States of America, the expansion of Atlanta into a major hub of its war machinations, or the Confederacy’s collapse, but his prediction was prescient.


Atlanta had been formed around the “zero milepost” marker (at present-day Five Points) for the Western and Atlantic Railroad line after the Georgia General Assembly authorized the establishment of a railroad link to connect lines between Savannah and midwestern states in 1836. Originally known as “Terminus,” the village included six buildings and thirty residents in 1842, when it was renamed “Marthasville” after Georgia governor Wilson Lumpkin’s daughter. The development of the railroad at Marthasville made the town an important node for transportation, a strategic point of trade that would indelibly shape the region for the next 150 years and beyond.


By 1845, the town broke the first of many transportation-related records when the new 173-mile Augusta to Marthasville line became the longest railroad track in the world.3 As the town grew around the intersection of the railroad lines, J. Edgar Thomson, the chief engineer of the Georgia Railroad, recommended that the town be renamed in honor of its importance to continental railroad travel. Thomson’s proposed name, “Atlantica-Pacifica,” gained currency, but it was shortened to “Atlanta” by locals and others in Georgia. Finally, four days after Christmas 1847, the town was formally incorporated as Atlanta.4 In late 1860, it was still a relatively small city, ranked fourth in size in Georgia after Savannah, Augusta, and Columbus (and one hundredth among the country’s hundred largest cities). By 1864, however, it had become one of the most important and strategic cities for a rebel government and its enterprise in maintaining its slavery empire. When Union general William T. Sherman led the siege of Atlanta in the summer of 1864, the event captured the attention of the entire country: the fate of the war and the national elections would be shaped by its outcome.


Through the close of the Civil War, Atlanta was an intrinsic part of the Confederacy and consequently exemplified ideas about race, democracy, and power that were foundational to the rebel state. The southern nationalist project was explicitly devoted to white supremacy and the right to enslave and otherwise subjugate black people. These Confederate principles were the cornerstone for Atlanta as it fashioned its own identity as a new city during and after the Civil War. Moreover, Atlanta was critical to the rebel government’s survival.


Across the South, lawmakers passionately debated the merits of secession in the wake of Abraham Lincoln’s election on November 6, 1860. The prospect of the country following many other nations—Mexico, Colombia, and the empires of France and Britain—in outlawing slavery was so repulsive to so many southerners that rebellion and forging a new country seemed the only alternative.


Despite the swiftness with which secessionist sentiment spread across the region, the South did not come upon the decision to dissolve the Union easily. There were fierce debates from Virginia to Texas. These debates were significantly shaped by the degree to which state populations were entangled with slavery. In fact, the first six states to join the Confederacy (South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana) also had the highest ratios of slaveholding families and of people enslaved in their borders. Among the fifteen states that legally allowed slavery, the four states with the lowest proportions of enslaved people or slave owners (Delaware, Maryland, Missouri, and Kentucky) refused to secede.5 Although slavery was the primary driver for secession, many slave owners also vigorously fought secession. And most white southerners did not enslave anyone.


In 1860, as it had been since its inception, the United States was a white-nationalist project that had established citizenship based on universal whiteness: it welcomed any indigenous person from Europe as a possible citizen. Its first naturalization law of 1790 affirmed that only “free white persons” could become naturalized citizens. Because of that standard, people from every corner of Europe had become American citizens by the start of the Civil War. Whether from Ireland, Russia, Greece, or Italy, immigrants arrived and secured citizenship. The first census, also in 1790, had a racial category for whites that made no distinction between those whites born in the United States of various faiths or ancestries. These ethnic groups of German, Irish, English, Polish, French, Protestant, Jewish, or Catholic extraction were not barred from public schools, state militias, voting, jury service, or marriage with other whites, whereas East Asians or Africans could not be naturalized citizens at all. According to the Supreme Court’s 1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford decision, even black people born free in the United States were not citizens. According to Chief Justice Roger Taney, they “are not included, and were not intended to be included, under the word ‘citizens’ in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none of the rights and privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to citizens of the United States.”


White nationalism did not originate with the Confederacy; it was inherited from its mother country, along with the ideology of universal whiteness. When the Civil War began, both sides of the conflict explicitly declared that only white men could serve in the militaries as soldiers. However, the emphasis on whiteness for the Confederacy articulated a more virulent expression of white nationalism than what was typical in the United States. Given its commitment to slavery, the Confederacy was much more vociferously antiblack. Finally, southern white nationalism was undergirded by the belief that God endorsed slavery, white supremacy, and the subjugation of black people. Whites were, the architects of the Confederacy argued, a “superior race.” This was a biological and spiritual superiority, fixed by nature, not a malleable and mutable condition that could be ameliorated by social, cultural, and political intervention. Therefore, African slavery was ordained and natural.


The Confederate beliefs in white nationalism were so inveterate that adherents chose to rebel against their own country rather than to relinquish their right to enslave black people. Several weeks after Lincoln’s election, South Carolina was the first state to secede, on December 20, 1860. The “cause for secession” of the first state did not confuse the fundamental cause for rebellion:


A geographical line has been drawn across the Union, and all the States north of that line have united in the election of a man to the high office of President of the United States, whose opinions and purposes are hostile to slavery. He is to be entrusted with the administration of the common Government, because he has declared that that “Government cannot endure permanently half slave, half free,” and that the public mind must rest in the belief that slavery is in the course of ultimate extinction. This sectional combination for the submersion of the Constitution, has been aided in some of the States by elevating to citizenship, persons who, by the supreme law of the land, are incapable of becoming citizens; and their votes have been used to inaugurate a new policy, hostile to the South, and destructive of its beliefs and safety.6


Subsequent articles of secession from other states similarly evoked slavery as the driver for rebellion against the United States.


In Georgia the debate over secession was dramatically played out in the state assembly and in newspapers across the state. In Atlanta hostile crowds milled about in the streets denouncing Lincoln as an abolitionist who would bring doom upon the South. They cheered calls for secession and burned Lincoln in effigy at the appropriately named Planters’ Hotel in downtown.7 Governor Joseph E. Brown, a lawyer and enslaver, firmly believed that the state should join South Carolina and other slaveholding states to protect the right to practice slavery against Lincoln’s ambition: “I do not doubt that submission to the administration of Mr. Lincoln will result in the final abolition of slavery. If we fail to resist now, we will never again have the strength to resist.”8


Despite the governor’s warnings, other Georgia lawmakers who were similarly invested in protecting slavery found secession extreme. Herschel V. Johnson, who was a former Georgia governor and the vice-presidential nominee of the Douglas wing of the Democratic Party in the 1860 US presidential election, opposed secession, as did former US representative Alexander Stephens. These two men, who together enslaved 149 people in 1860, insisted that the political landscape did not favor the antislavery politics of Lincoln.9 The Republicans were a minority in both houses, and the Supreme Court had recently ruled in favor of slavery in the Dred Scott case. Moreover, the debates in the press had clearly demonstrated the North’s aversion to secession and war. Johnson and Stephens even proposed to the Georgia Secession Convention that Atlanta host a February 16 conference of all slaveholding states to discuss ways to protect slavery without seceding. Only after all negotiations failed would secession result. Their proposal was soundly rejected.10 One of the most outspoken advocates for remaining in the Union was Benjamin H. Hill, a state senator who was celebrated as “the peerless orator” of the state assembly. As the only non-Democratic member of the Georgia Secession Convention, he passionately denounced secession, reasoning that resistance to the “abolitionist” efforts of Lincoln would be best fought through the constitutional process. Hill and others at the convention did not equivocate on the profitability of slavery and their natural right to enslave people at birth. But that right, Hill insisted, was guaranteed in the Constitution itself. One member of the Georgia delegation to the US Senate, Joshua Hill (no relation to Benjamin), also advised against secession. A member of the American Party, he was a slaveholder from Madison who saw the “fire-eaters” (rabid defenders of slavery and secession) who dominated his state’s affairs as unreasonable. Both Hills believed that the best defense of slavery would be waged while remaining a part of the United States and through extant legal tools. But many more people in the state argued forcefully for secession.


Thomas R. R. Cobb, a lawyer, politician, and delegate at the secession convention, agreed with Benjamin Hill that slavery was morally, economically, and socially justified. Cobb, a founder of the University of Georgia School of Law, had written that the “negro race seems… peculiarly fitted for a laborious class” and that “their mental capacity renders them incapable of successful self-development, and yet adapts them for the direction of the wiser race.” Finally, whites need not feel any moral or ethical conflict over enslaving babies or the elderly because black people’s “moral character renders them happy, peaceful, contented and cheerful in a status that would break the spirit and destroy the energies of the Caucasian.”11 In fact, there was little disagreement at the convention about the merits of racial oppression and the rightness of slavery. Of course, the fundamental crux of the debates centered on the response to Lincoln’s election and any threat that it posed to slavery. For Cobb, and most at the convention, Lincoln was such a danger that Georgia had to leave the Union. Benjamin Hill’s passionate argument was in vain.


When South Carolina seceded, on December 20, 1860, many in Atlanta fired cannons, released balloons, and mobilized a torchlight procession through the streets in their support for the embryonic stages of southern independence. When Florida seceded, on January 10, 1861, citizens in Augusta organized an honorific firing of a hundred guns.12 The secessionist sentiment was strongest in the parts of Georgia with the highest concentration of enslaved people. In order to draw nonslaveholding whites into the cause, especially those in the mountainous areas of North Georgia, Governor Brown made a special appeal. He argued that if Lincoln had his way, slavery would end, but not without compensation to the enslavers, who would be paid for their property losses—much as had been done with the slaveholders in Great Britain. The necessary two-billion-dollar cost to pay for this emancipation would be collected in taxes. The slaveholding elites would then buy “all the land and make tenants of the [white] small farmers.”13


On January 29, 1861, the Georgia Secession Convention issued its “declaration of its causes of secession,” which read, in part, that the party of president-elect Lincoln is “admitted to be an anti-slavery party.” Given that the Republican Party sought ideals that were anathema to Georgia, such as “the prohibition of slavery in the territories, hostility to it everywhere, [and] the equality of the black and white races,” secession was required to maintain the integrity of the values of the state of Georgia. It further argued that “if we submit to [Lincoln’s ideals], it will be our fault and not theirs.”14 Benjamin Hill, Stephens, and Johnson, though disheartened by the vote, became ardent supporters of the Confederacy. Hill and Johnson joined the Confederate Provisional Congress when Georgia joined the CSA. Hill was soon elected by the Georgia State Assembly to the Confederate States Senate, where he served throughout the war. Johnson was elected to the Second Confederate Congress. Congressman Joshua Hill resigned from the US Senate in January, even though he was ambivalent about his delegation’s fervent move toward disunion. He remained opposed to disunion and war. In fact, Henry Winter Davis, the eloquent and scholarly Republican congressman from Maryland, argued that Hill was among the “only three devoted Union men in the South.”15 Hill’s devotion to American nationalism caused him to be disparaged in newspapers and by public speakers, and he was burned in effigy across Georgia.16 He returned to his plantation in Madison and saw his son, Hugh Legare, depart from his own politics and join the Georgia state militia, part of the Confederate Army. Despite his early opposition to secession, Hill returned to office and served as mayor of Madison during the war. Stephens became vice president of the Confederate States of America.17


Although most Georgians who were not inclined to secede resigned themselves to their fates, there were pockets of Unionist sentiment and considerable anxiety about the dramatic effort to sever ties with the United States. Antisecessionist Georgia House representative Garnett Andrews, witnessing the cheers, cannons, balloons, and general jubilation, sought refuge at home, “darkened the windows, and paced up and down the room in the greatest agitation. Every now and then, when the noise of the shouting and the ringing of bells would penetrate the closed doors and windows, he would pause and exclaim: ‘Poor fools! They may ring their bells now, but they will wring their hands—yes, and their hearts, too—before they are done with it.’”18


However, Andrews was in the minority among Georgians: others energetically sought to widen the number of seceding states by using some Confederate proselytizing. In crafting the fundamental ideals of the new nation, architects of the Confederacy affirmed the earliest sentiment from South Carolina and Mississippi. CSA vice president Stephens offered a cogent, succinct declaration in his famous “Cornerstone Speech.” The Confederacy’s “cornerstone rests… upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man.” He continued to note that “slavery subordination to the superior race is [the] natural and normal condition” of black people.19 Other states similarly affirmed their defense of both the right to enslave people and to maintain white supremacy as an immutable natural law. They made clear their objections to any intimations of or open support for equality, justice, or freedom for all people.20


With a new government, military, currency, and collection of laws in place, the Confederacy moved swiftly to adopt a new flag in March 1861: its first national flag, known as the “Stars and Bars.” Because of its red and white stripes, a blue canton, and white stars, some Confederates criticized it for being too similar to the US Stars and Stripes. Not only was it confusing on the field of battle, but some Confederates also thought it a “servile imitation” and a “detested parody” of the US flag.21 William T. Thompson, publisher of the Savannah Morning News, argued that the flag of the Confederacy was more than a practical matter on the battlefield. It was also a near-sacred representation of the cause of the Confederacy, its beliefs, and core principles. It would remind soldiers and civilians alike of their cause: “As a people, we are fighting to maintain the Heaven-ordained supremacy of the white man over the inferior or colored race; a white flag would thus be emblematical of our cause.… As a national emblem, it is significant of our higher cause, the cause of a superior race, and a higher civilization contending against ignorance, infidelity, and barbarism. Another merit in the new flag is, that it bears no resemblance to the now infamous banner of the Yankee vandals.”22


As essential as pro-slavery ideology and white supremacy were to the Confederacy, most whites in the South did not own slaves. In fact, 75 percent of whites in the South were not slaveholders, yet they had also been ideologically invested in protecting the interests of the region’s ruling class, even if they received few material returns. And they mostly supported secession and were eager to serve the Confederacy. The Confederacy granted all white people a certain level of privilege, regardless of their class. This white civic equality was a critical expression of the efficacy and significance of white nationalism. It gave white nationalism meaning. It offered something to whites that—at the level of participation in civic affairs—offered a semblance of democracy, equality, and justice. In the face of enormous chasms of wealth between the slaveholding elite ruling class and the semiliterate, poor, barefoot mass of white southerners, white nationalism meant little without a group for whom civic access was otherwise denied. As Cobb, the Georgia secessionist and eventual Confederate Army officer, wrote in An Historical Sketch of Slavery, “Every citizen feels he belongs to an elevated class. It matters not that he is no slaveholder; he is not the inferior race; he is freeborn; he engages in no menial occupation.” In truth, most whites in Georgia (and throughout the South) did engage in menial occupations—subsistence farming—and were poor, often going without shoes. And although Cobb may have conveniently overlooked the vast divide between rich and poor whites, he did draw attention to the civic equality enjoyed by whites. The poorest white man shares a “republican equality” with the richest white man and “meets him in every public assembly.”23


As noted earlier, white nationalism was national in scope, but in the Union it was forced to evolve in the travails of war. At the start of the Civil War, most states across the United States denied black citizens the right to vote. Cities across the North denied black children access to public schools. In Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, black people founded their own schools because local governments denied them access to the all-white public ones, which also welcomed immigrant children from Europe.24 The federal government itself banned black troops yet welcomed people from every corner of Europe into all-white units, with equal pay relative to service duties. Once black soldiers could join, they were denied equal pay, were not eligible to be commissioned as officers, and were segregated from white troops. Whites, regardless of their ethnicity, fought in whites-only units with higher pay. Despite ahistorical notions of European immigrants being legally or socially designated as “non-white,” the concept of universal whiteness—the legal definition of whiteness that extended to any people indigenous to Europe—had been forged during the earliest legal regulation of race in the United States. Even Confederates openly recognized that they shared with their northern counterparts a commitment to universal white supremacy and the natural subjugation of black people.25


The Confederacy allowed whites who were Irish, such as General Patrick Cleburne, or Jewish, such as Secretary of State Judah Benjamin, access to the same universal whiteness as the poor and illiterate white Anglo-Saxon Protestant turnip farmer. In fact, there were more Irish-born generals in the Civil War (twelve Union and six Confederate) than in any other country.26 In the Union, however, all black regiments were led by white officers. Some officers, as high up as the rank of general, were loath to have any black regiments even after these were legally mandated. The pervasive belief in white supremacy across the country shaped virulent antiblack sentiment among Yankees. Union rank-and-file soldiers routinely expressed contempt for black people—free or enslaved. They were referred to as “niggers,” “darkies,” “childlike,” and other hateful epithets by white soldiers on both sides of the conflict. In Ship Island, Mississippi, white Union troops refused to provide support for the soldiers of a black unit and fired guns at them instead. A Massachusetts soldier, in a letter home, referred to black troops as “regular Congoes with noses as broad as a plantation and lips like raw beefsteaks.…”27 If the impetus behind southern secession was to protect slavery, the mission behind Union mobilization was not to put an end to slavery but to protect the United States. Union mobilization was a direct response to secession, not an effort to promote racial equality.


Whereas Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, insisted that black people were an inferior race, his counterpart, Lincoln, argued that in regard to the war, black people had “nothing to do with it,” and as late as 1862 he entertained the possibility of expunging free blacks from the United States.28 However, the circumstances of war forced into existence new phenomena. In addition to new technologies and tools of war, from the Gatling gun to the ironclads, there were new ethical, moral, and legal notions that slowly undermined the white nationalism of the United States. But southern nationalism was a much more resilient force, spawned from circumstances that did not permit the same sorts of challenges to its expression of white nationalism as had faced the Union.


The secessionist appeal transcended the wealthy planter elites. Confederate officials understood that secession would not be successful without widespread support from the white poor—the majority of whites in the region. Similarly, Georgia governor Brown rejected any speculation that equality or freedom should be enjoyed by all in his country. Though affirming his commitment to white supremacy, he simultaneously proclaimed that equality could and must exist only among whites, even the poorest among them: “Among us the poor white laborer is respected as an equal. His family is treated with kindness, consideration and respect. He does not belong to the menial class. The negro is in no sense of the term his equal.”29 CSA vice president Stephens explained that “with us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Nor so with the negro. Subordination is his place.”30 White nationalism maintained that all people of European descent were granted access to the enclaves of power and privilege regardless of nationality or religion.


Secretary of State Benjamin and the many generals and officers of Irish, Polish, and Italian extraction are cases in point. The trope of universal whiteness had circulated for decades and was most acute in the rhetoric of southern elites who extolled the utility of slavery. A generation before the Civil War, Calhoun explained that there was only one division of any consequence in the United States, a racial one between whites and blacks: “With us the two great divisions of society are not the rich and the poor, but white and black, and all the former, the poor as well as the rich, belong to the upper class, and are respected and treated as equals.”31 This notion of universal whiteness was a foundational expression of white nationalism. Of course, gendered and class-based forms of discrimination still attenuated its application, but whiteness itself—through a social contract—was the sole and immutable criterion for one’s eligibility for citizenship and investment in the project of “democracy.”


Although most whites in the South were rural, unlettered yeomanry or poor, they were universally invested in two institutions: the church and the government. Their citizenship—especially for white males who could vote—had special value. Even in poverty, they enjoyed the civil rights of suffrage, jury duty, securing public-sector jobs, and serving in the militia and slave patrols. Of course, the very existence of the slave patrol fueled fears that slave insurrection could at any point be a threat to all white people—slaveholders or not. It was with the grand and pervasive machinations of southern institutions that secessionist sentiment was galvanized, undergirded by the sensibilities of white supremacy, which was something that had been enjoyed by all whites in the region. Not only had an “abolitionist” president-elect put white supremacy under threat; the very existence of white people, they insisted, was in peril.


Southern elites pandered to the fears and racial paranoia pervasive among the region’s white population. The yeomanry who could not afford to enslave people were as committed to the protection of slavery as slaveholders were. They were essential in vigilance campaigns to ensure that the enslaved never found freedom. Slave patrols across the South employed poor whites who were able to exercise a degree of governmental-sanctioned authority over the mobility and assemblage of black people. They were hired as overseers and security on plantations across the region. And, of course, being a slaveholder was an aspiration for many. But the institution of slavery was also a reminder of the freedom and power that whiteness itself conveyed.32


The meaning of whiteness was dependent on the contrasting meaning of blackness. And no institution made the power of freedom, whiteness, and justice more acute than slavery. Blackness was as synonymous with weakness, degradation, slavery, and barbarism as whiteness was with power, prestige, freedom, and civilization. Confederates argued that any threat to slavery would not only undermine the sovereignty of the region and its right to enslave people; it would also foster a dystopia of racial equality at best. At worst, Lincoln’s efforts would foment a massive, bloody slave insurrection, engulfing the region and enveloping all whites, regardless of slaveholding status.


Henry Louis Benning, a Georgia judge, explained that if slavery were abolished, poor and rich whites alike would suffer unimaginable horrors as newly freed people would run amok in genocidal campaigns against them: “We will be completely exterminated, and the land will be left in the possession of the blacks, and then it will go back to a wilderness and become another Africa.… Suppose they elevated Fred Douglass, your escaped slave, to the presidency? What would be your position in such an event? I say give me pestilence and famine sooner than that.”33


The call for secession conveniently protected the interests of elite slaveholding whites by galvanizing the mass of whites who were not slaveholders. Ironically, the South was so notoriously parsimonious with its wealth that public schools, public parks, and other public institutions were rare in comparison to the North.34


Politicians, whose elected positions required that they appeal to people outside of the planter class, were not alone in arguing that secession was in the best interest of all white people. Southern newspaper publishers and journalists were essential to cultivating secessionist support as well. In fact, the press, which was a massive industry in the second half of the nineteenth century, was the chief vehicle by which politicians’ sentiments were spread among the people. Virginia had 120 newspapers in 1861, including four daily newspapers in Richmond: the Dispatch, the Enquirer, the Examiner, and the Whig. Although the Confederate capital consisted of only 37,910 people (in a county of 61,616, where 20,041 were enslaved), these four newspapers were circulated across the South and were critical to CSA propaganda and the general dissemination of news about the war.35 Newspapers and their editors, from the Charleston Mercury to the Memphis Daily Appeal, published hundreds of articles and editorials denouncing Lincoln both as a tyrant and an abolitionist. They also regarded him as an advocate of racial equality, a wild-eyed radical who would destroy southern society.36 On December 6, a month after Lincoln’s election, South Carolina’s Carolina Spartan argued that the US Constitution had “proved impotent to protect us against the fanaticism of the North. The institution of slavery [therefore] must be under the exclusive control of those interested in its preservation, and not left to the mercy of those that believe it their duty to destroy it.” After naming members of Lincoln’s cabinet as threats to slavery, the paper insisted that with “treasonous advice,” these men and the newly elected “Black Republican President” were then able to “carry out their long cherished designs against the peace and prosperity of the South.” Finally, the paper noted, secession and the establishment of a “Southern Confederacy” were the only means by which the institution of slavery could be guaranteed and protected from devious abolitionists.37


Given slavery’s importance to Georgia, it is not surprising that Atlanta saw an early call for action against threats to slavery emanating from the North. Slavery was the foundation of wealth in Georgia, even as most whites—63 percent—were not slaveholders and were mostly poor subsistence farmers. In 1860 property directly related to slavery in the state was worth more than $400 million, accounting for at least half the state’s total wealth. The elite planters were so rich that their wealth had a staggering effect on the state average. At the dawn of the Civil War, the per-capita wealth of the white Georgia household was almost double that of white families in New York and Pennsylvania, despite most whites being yeomanry with little or no wealth.


It comes as no surprise that a newspaper in a Georgia rail town would emerge as a vocal advocate for protecting slavery—the state’s uncontested source of great wealth.38 On February 15, 1859, nearly two years before Lincoln took office, James P. Hambleton, a zealous advocate of slavery and vigilance against federal efforts to end it, launched his newspaper, presciently named the Southern Confederacy. Hambleton, a fire-eater, understood the importance of newspapers and their roles as influential forces in society. His efforts were part of a body of hundreds of papers across the South that pushed for secession and supported the Confederacy, acting as polemic news outlets for the southern public. By shaping public opinion, the press was especially important in shoring up support for public policy, both influencing lawmakers and operating as a tool for politicians to influence the public. In a town with fewer than ten thousand inhabitants and a relatively small percentage of enslaved people (20 percent), Atlanta may have seemed like an odd location for Hambleton to establish a newspaper so devoted to the cause of slavery.39


However, Atlanta was important to the transportation of staple crops such as cotton—the nation’s number-one export. Slave labor not only fueled the national economy; Atlanta’s development was also dependent on it, even if the city did not have a large population of enslaved people. The city was not disengaged from the direct commerce in slavery, of course. In what became the Five Points section of downtown, there were auctions to buy and sell children, women, and men. The city was a growing hub of goods produced from slave labor across the region. Financial institutions in the North provided loans, insurance, and finished products (clothing, tools, home goods, for example) to the slaveholders and others. Businessmen met in Atlanta to negotiate deals, and northern-based railroad industrialists and engineers planned and built new rail networks through the city and the region. However, despite whatever financial ties the city had with northerners, the local press reflected and influenced popular sentiment toward several national connections.


When Lincoln was elected, Hambleton was livid. Lincoln’s elevation portended nothing short of irrevocable harm to the region. After weeks of lamenting the impending inauguration of the “greatest threat to the American republic,” Hambleton’s paper devoted special coverage to the transition of power from the notoriously feckless James Buchanan to Lincoln. On March 4, the Southern Confederacy reported on the oath of office of the country’s sixteenth president: “If one single man, to-day, in Washington, can be glad, he is either insensible to havoc and ruin, or must be a Bedlamite.” Like most southern newspapers, the Atlanta paper viewed Lincoln as an abolitionist who schemed through deceit, lies, and corruption to end slavery. Lincoln’s proclamations to limit slavery only where it currently existed were dismissed as mendacious efforts to bamboozle the southern people. The Southern Confederacy condemned Lincoln as “a Black Republican” who “should of all men, be the most wretched, for he had the will to commit a treason against Liberty, heinous enough to damn a world.” Lincoln was little more than a “stupid rail splitter” whose election would result in “the overthrow of the best Government that ever existed.”40


Perhaps hinting at and encouraging the irreconcilable sectional tensions in the weeks before the first shots of the Civil War, Hambleton’s newspaper reported on the desperate attempts to avert war with hastily proposed laws to mollify the South by protecting slavery. The infamous Corwin amendment, introduced by Ohio representative Thomas Corwin, to “forever prohibit an interference by constitutional amendment or by Congressional action against slavery,” was introduced shortly before Lincoln took the oath of office. Despite outcry from abolitionists, so many Americans wanted to avoid war that the amendment to guarantee protection of slavery—beyond even the reach of the US Constitution—passed both houses of Congress. It was endorsed by outgoing president Buchanan, and on March 4, Lincoln, eager to avoid war, expressed “no objection” to the amendment. The only obstacle to the would-be Thirteenth Amendment was the secession of the seven states of the newly formed Confederate States of America: they refused to ratify the law. The hard-line Southern Confederacy endorsed these seven states, reporting that “anti-seceders and Northern apologists” were “besotted in their ignorance and bigotry” to fall for a plan endorsed by Lincoln himself.41 The arrogance of the secessionists not only undermined added protection of their right to enslave people; it also guaranteed war.


When the Civil War started in April with the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter in South Carolina, Hambleton eagerly joined the Georgia militia, part of the Confederate Army, and sold his newspaper to C. R. Hanleiter and G. W. Adair, the co-owners of the Atlanta newspaper Gate-City Guardian. Hanleiter and Adair, in the spirit of their moment in history, continued with the name Southern Confederacy for their new paper.42


As the war progressed, Atlanta’s role in the Confederacy only expanded. The city continued as a critical hub of war matériel and agriculture for the region, and it was also an important locus for Confederate propaganda when New Orleans, Mobile, Jackson, and Memphis were captured by Union forces. Scores of Confederate-sympathizing newspapers were shut down in the border states and the Upper South early in the war. After Memphis was captured by Union forces in June 6, 1862, the region’s biggest paper, the Daily Appeal, fled to various cities before settling in Atlanta, where it was published, under its original name, until Atlanta was also captured by federal troops.43


The press was not the only institution that fervently endorsed slavery. As Gordon Rhea explains, “The South was defined by slavery.” It shaped the theological, political, economic, and racial identity of the region and its people. In a region with high rates of illiteracy and virtually no public school systems beyond isolated and limited primary schools, churches were extremely powerful and influential. Southern churches, connected through larger regional denominations, invested in both slavery and the subjugation of black people. When former South Carolina governor James Henry Hammond advocated for secession and slavery, he was careful to exploit religious sensibilities. Slavery and white supremacy were morally sound and congruent with the will of Jesus. Slavery was “especially commanded by God through Moses and approved by Christ through His Apostles.”


Hammond’s proclamations were used to affirm that the Christian gospel endorsed the efforts to protect slavery through secession, but a religious secession had occurred a generation before the establishment of the Confederacy. Across the South, major congregations seceded from their national bodies over the issue of slavery when Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists broke away and established southern denominations between 1837 and 1845. In 1850, a decade before secession, a southerner wrote to DeBow’s Review, a southern business periodical, to affirm the biblical justification for slavery. Citing several figures of the Bible who enslaved people, including Abraham, the writer insisted that white Americans were kinder and more just than slaveholders of antiquity: “Now, we all know, that the condition of the servant of the Roman empire, was much less free than that of the southern negro.” After asserting the biblical support for slavery, the author noted that “if that book is of divine origin, the holding of slaves is right: as that which God has permitted, recognized and commanded, cannot be inconsistent with his will.”44 Many others—ministers, politicians, and laypeople—wrote articles in the popular press and in journals similarly justifying slavery as a Christian practice.


To southern Christians, those who sought slavery’s destruction were a threat not only to the South and to white people but also to the faith itself. Abolitionists were anti-Christian and therefore immoral. A Presbyterian minister, Benjamin Morgan Palmer, delivered a sermon titled “The South, Her Peril and Her Duty” soon after Lincoln’s election. Incensed at the prospect that the president-elect was an abolitionist, Palmer argued that white southerners had a “providential trust to conserve and to perpetuate the institution of slavery.” Palmer described how slavery “has fashioned our modes of life, and determined all of our habits of thought and feeling, and molded the very type of our civilization.” Without any other option but to submit to the “undeniably atheistic” governance of an abolitionist president, nothing “is now left but secession.”45


One Confederate official, William Harris, addressed a Georgia audience and warned that the Confederacy would “rather see the last of her race, men, women, and children, immolated in one common funeral pyre than see them subjugated to the degradation of civil, political and social equality with the negro race.” Moved by the visceral denunciation of Lincoln and the abolitionist North, the Georgia State Legislature printed a thousand copies of his speech for public consumption.46


The planters dominated the entirety of the South’s political, economic, cultural, religious, and social spheres. They had been inexorably moving toward a new nationalism that was framed as an heir to the American Revolution. The enthusiasm for nation building and southern nationalism was ubiquitous across the slaveholding states, so a new country with new ideals and a new protection for slavery was born. In various ways, the small rail town of Atlanta would be central to that new country’s short existence.


By the end of May 1861, the Confederate States of America had eleven states, an army, a national government, a constitution, and a president in place at its provisional capital of Montgomery, Alabama. In its search for a permanent capital, the CSA asked lawmakers to propose a centrally located city with a hundred square miles available to form a district for the federal government. Of the literally thousands of options, the debates centered on three bids: Atlanta, Opelika (Alabama), and Richmond. And although discussions and debates highlighted the many benefits of Atlanta, including its central location, well-developed rail connections, industrial base, and deep interior position, the bid went to Richmond. Stephens, the new vice president, pushed hard for Virginia to join the CSA. Virginia had the largest southern white male military-age population as well as substantial industrial capacity and natural resources. Stephens thus supported Richmond over his own state’s Atlanta. Although Atlanta lost its bid, it would remain an important city for the rebel cause, and the Confederacy would remain an indelible component of the city’s identity more than a century after the collapse of this short-lived government.47


The war waged on through early 1861, with victories and defeats exchanged between both sides. The small communities of African Americans in the North clamored to enlist when Lincoln requested on April 15 that all governors (including those in southern states) provide 75,000 soldiers to put down the rebellion in the South. However, the Department of War rejected black men and issued a statement that it had “no intention to call into service of the Government any coloured soldiers.” In fact, both the Union and the Confederacy barred blacks from their militaries.48 But the question of black soldiers would remain intensely debated in Lincoln’s cabinet and among generals in the field.


On August 30, 1861, Major General John C. Frémont, an ardent abolitionist, declared a “Proclamation of Emancipation.” As commander of the Union Army in St. Louis, he declared that those “who shall be directly proven to have taken an active part with their enemies in the field” (Confederates and their agents) would have their property confiscated by Union forces. This property included people who were enslaved. Frémont’s order actually ruled that slaves “are hereby declared freedmen.” Lincoln removed Frémont from his post, rescinded the order, and replaced him with General David Hunter.49 But given the centrality of race and slavery, even Hunter struggled to “keep ‘the Negro’ out of the war.” The administration was famously anxious about giving border states reasons to secede. Arming black men, Lincoln and many others rationed, would affirm fears that the president (1) endorsed racial equality, (2) would ultimately abolish slavery, and (3) would inspire slave insurrections across the country. Yet in the early stages of the war, some Union commanders found it prudent to destabilize the enemy by freeing the enslaved and attaching them to the Union Army.


General Hunter was later made commander of the Department of the South, where he was based on the South Carolina coast and also oversaw operations in Florida and Georgia. Hunter issued his own emancipation proclamation on April 13, 1862, freeing all people throughout his area of command who were theretofore enslaved:


The three States of Georgia, Florida and South Carolina, comprising the military department of the south, having deliberately declared themselves no longer under the protection of the United States of America, and having taken up arms against the said United States, it becomes a military necessity to declare them under martial law. This was accordingly done on the 25th day of April, 1862. Slavery and martial law in a free country are altogether incompatible; the persons in these three States—Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina—heretofore held as slaves, are therefore declared forever free.50


In May, Hunter even organized the first “African” troops to serve in the Union Army. When congressmen from border states demanded an explanation for the reports of black troops, General Hunter offered a sharp-witted, sarcastic reply that subtly and adroitly addressed the politics of language and his task at hand as military commander. In a letter dated June 23, 1862, he explained that “no regiment of ‘Fugitive Slaves’ has been… organized by this Department. There is, however, a fine regiment of persons whose late masters are ‘Fugitive Rebels,’—men who everywhere fly before the appearance of the National Flag, leaving their servants behind.…” Hunter mocked the rebels for fleeing their plantations and the people whom they enslaved, and for “dodging behind trees.” Instead of questioning the organization of loyal men, Congress would be better served with a “Fugitive Masters Law” to apprehend treasonous rascals, he quipped. “The loyal persons composing this regiment,” Hunter detailed, were “working with remarkable industry to place themselves in a position to go in full and effective pursuit of their fugacious and traitorous proprietors.” He answered the critics who argued that he had no authority to enlist black soldiers. Hunter had, in fact, been given instructions to “employ all loyal persons offering their services in defence of the Union and for the suppression of this Rebellion in any manner I might see fit. There is no restriction as to the character or color of the persons to be employed, or the nature of the employment.” In describing the nature of the men who filled his ranks, Hunter reported that “the experiment of arming the Blacks, as far as I have made it, has been a complete and even marveilous [sic] success. They are sober, docile, attentive, and enthusiastic, displaying great natural capacities for acquiring the duties of the soldier.” He hoped to raise up to fifty thousand of these “hearty and devoted soldiers” by the next fall.51


Lincoln rescinded Hunter’s edict soon thereafter. His black troops were also disbanded. Radical Republicans grew weary of Lincoln, arguing that he was too conciliatory to the border states, to the point that these states exercised political influence in far excess to any capacity deserved or realized before the war. All evidence suggested that abolition would prove destructive to efforts to forge national unity in the war effort.52


However, the organization of black soldiers was even more outrageous to Confederates. The state of Georgia had been in Hunter’s military district, and rebels personally witnessed his edict and understood the act as a firm reification of their argument and greatest fears. To them, the Union was driven by the unfathomable ambition to secure total destruction of slavery. These Confederates were not entirely wrong. Several months after Hunter’s edict, Lincoln called his cabinet together for his unveiling of new war plans. On August 25, 1862, General Rufus Saxton of the Department of the South was officially given the authority to recruit “volunteers of African descent” into the ranks of the United States military as full-fledged soldiers.53 Hunter’s original regiments had been reorganized by November, much to the chagrin of South Carolina and Georgia Confederates who “resented with burning bitterness” the use of black soldiers and considered fighting them on the battlefield a “crowning indignity.”54 In a society that trafficked in the rhetoric of slave loyalty, contentment, happiness, and (perhaps most important) passivity, the effort to militarize a class of people believed to be inherently weak and cowardly was an affront to white southerners in the most fundamental way. This was the first of a bold series of measures that struck powerful blows at the Confederacy and the US institutions that had heretofore relegated black people to the margins of citizenship.


On September 22, 1862, a little more than a year after Frémont’s renegade military orders in Missouri, the president shared his plans to issue a proclamation of emancipation as a wartime order. His cabinet, which included abolitionists and others who wished only to contain slavery rather than destroy it, endorsed his plans. The spread of abolitionist measures frightened white southerners and Confederate leadership. Rumors spread of slave conspiracies. Alleged conspirators were beaten, tortured, and killed. Georgia’s governor Brown argued that there was a massive Christmas conspiracy in 1862, perhaps in anticipation of the impending Emancipation Proclamation, which went into law on January 1, 1863.55 That famous edict freed all people enslaved in Confederate-controlled areas. However, it did not outlaw slavery in all other places, including the border states, partly because of Lincoln’s fear of losing them to the Confederacy. Additionally, Lincoln did not have the constitutional authority to outlaw slavery in those states by executive order. Lincoln knew quite well that slavery was sacrosanct for far too many Americans for him to unilaterally outlaw it—even in war.56


Confederate president Jefferson Davis renounced the proclamation to free nearly four million people from slavery as final proof of Lincoln’s abolitionist ambitions: “The most execrable measure recorded in the history of guilty man is tempered by a profound contempt for the impotent rage which it discloses.” Moreover, the liberation of black people from bondage would lead to their ultimate destruction. African people, Davis insisted, were inferior to whites and, if not enslaved, would go extinct. The proclamation was “a measure by which several millions of human beings of an inferior race, peaceful and contented laborers in their sphere, are doomed to extermination.”57 The infamous Confederate Georgia senator Benjamin Hill argued that the Emancipation Proclamation was, in effect, an “Insurrection Proclamation” and that US soldiers must be understood as its enforcers. Given that insurrection against slavery in the Confederacy was a treasonous offense, northern troops had the “intent to incite insurrection and abet murder” and should therefore “suffer death” rather than be offered any opportunity to surrender. Hill’s suggestion to treat all Union soldiers as it had treated black ones did not become law.58 Again, the rhetoric of black servile docility was employed as a moral intervention to charges of slavery’s cruelty. This trope of black docility simultaneously implied that physically and mentally inferior black men would never be viable soldiers in any white man’s war. This would also prove to be untrue.


As enlistments into the Union military decreased among northerners, the federal government rescinded a 1792 law that prohibited the arming of black citizens in the country’s military. On May 22, 1863, the War Department issued General Order 143, establishing the United States Colored Troops. Black men, seeking to hasten the end of slavery, poured into recruitment offices across the country by the thousands.59 African American leadership, across the ideological spectrum of the clergy, abolitionists, emigrationists, and black nationalists, found a special promise in black military service. This would not only be a war to end slavery; it would also simultaneously affirm black humanity and serve to prove, if not codify, full citizenship for black people.


Black privates were paid $10 per month, compared to their white counterparts, who were paid $13 per month. Additionally, black soldiers were assigned menial tasks and given secondhand amenities, arms, and other resources. White officials actually argued that black troops were best used for noncombatant duties; many thought that black men were too cowardly to be competent soldiers. When forced to explain why black soldiers were paid less than their white counterparts, President Lincoln insisted that it was “a necessary concession” to even allowing the presence of black troops.60


The father of black nationalism, Martin R. Delany, who had no faith in the ability of the United States to live up to its ideals of freedom, justice, and equality, abandoned his efforts to establish a black nation-state in Africa. With great alacrity, he began recruiting black soldiers across the Northeast. It was a chance to deliver a “death blow” to the “tyrants” in the South who held millions in chains. Similarly, black leadership across every region including Henry Highland Garnett, Mary Ann Shadd, and Tunis Campbell joined the efforts of the most famous African American of his time, Frederick Douglass, in rallying black communities for service.61 Douglass, who also published and edited the North Star newspaper, famously issued his “Men of Color! To Arms!” broadside and spoke across the country, recruiting thousands. In no uncertain terms, the brilliant orator anchored black service into a long tradition of resistance to slavery: “Remember Denmark Vesey of Charleston; remember Nathaniel Turner of Southampton; remember Shields Green and Copeland, who followed the noble John Brown, and fell as glorious martyrs.”62 Douglass, who was likely a product of a white man’s rape of his mother, had been enslaved at birth and beaten as a youth. Around the age of twenty-two, he escaped slavery to become its most visible black antagonist. With profound and characteristic charisma, he evoked both sacred and secular themes in his speeches. This was a moral and Christian struggle of freedom against the forces of evil and slavery.


General Hunter, who had been targeted with “execution” along with black troops, made his own direct reply to Jefferson Davis in spring 1863. Circumventing military channels of communication, Hunter wrote to Davis, warning him that “I now give you notice, that unless this order is immediately revoked, I will at once cause the execution of every rebel officer, and every rebel slaveholder in my possession.” Hunter poignantly argued that black people are “fighting for liberty in its truest sense.” A master of semantic engagement, Hunter pointed out that while “you say you are fighting for liberty,” it was a hollow and morally void corruption of its meaning. Confederates were “fighting for liberty… to keep four millions of your fellow-beings in ignorance and degradation—liberty to separate parents and children, husband and wife, brother and sister… liberty to seduce their wives and daughters, and to sell your own children into bondage;—liberty to kill these children with impunity.” Addressing the pervasive practice of rape, destruction of families, cruelty, and beatings, Hunter, like Frederick Douglass, framed the war in salient moralistic and religious terms. This was unequivocally a war between good and unmitigated evil: “[Yours] is the kind of liberty—the liberty to do wrong—which Satan, Chief of the fallen Angels, was contending for when he was cast into Hell.”63


The threats of retribution for cruelty against US prisoners of war appeared to temper Confederate action against black soldiers after the Union Army forced Confederate POWs into the line of fire as prison laborers in retaliation for the same act that the Confederate Army committed against black POWs.64 But the spring of 1864 witnessed more brazen and violent acts by troops in both the Union blue and the Confederate gray. These included the raiding and sacking of homes, assaults on civilians, rape, and murder. However, few war crimes were as infamous as the Fort Pillow Massacre.65


An enslaver and slave trader, Major General Nathan Bedford Forrest commanded around two thousand Confederate soldiers during their raid of Fort Pillow on April 12, 1864. The fort was occupied by about six hundred troops, many from Tennessee and about evenly composed of black and white soldiers. Many of the black men at the fort had escaped slavery to serve in the Union Army. They were members of the 6th US Regiment Colored Heavy Artillery and a section of the 2nd Colored Light Artillery, and they served under the command of Major Lionel F. Booth, who, like all commanders of black regiments, was white.


The Confederates significantly outnumbered the Union forces and held sniping advantages from elevated positions nearby. The battle lasted hours before the fort was breached. When the defenses were broken, Union soldiers retreated toward a Union ship in a nearby river, but some surrendered to the enemy. Ordered to disarm, Union troops raised their hands when the Confederates charged. What followed was a wholesale slaughter of hundreds of men. The black troops were especially hated by Confederates and, as noted above, often fell victim to outright murder at the hands of rebels rather than being given quarter. White southerners who fought for the Union as well as white officers of black troops were likewise killed.66


Reports from witnesses, including some Confederates disgusted at the horror, described the massacre of civilians, including women and children. Achilles V. Clark, a Confederate soldier at the battle, wrote to his sister two days after the fight:


The slaughter was awful. Words cannot describe the scene. The poor deluded negros would run up to our men fall on their knees and with uplifted hands scream for mercy but they were ordered to their feet and then shot down. The whitte [sic] men fared but little better. The fort turned out to be a great slaughter pen. Blood, human blood stood about in pools and brains could have been gathered up in any quantity. I with several others tried to stop the butchery and at one time had partially succeeded but Gen. Forrest ordered them shot down like dogs and the carnage continued. Finally our men became sick of blood and the firing ceased.67


Northern newspapers were livid. The Chicago Tribune demanded justice for the “blood of four hundred United States soldiers, shot down after they had surrendered as prisoners of war, and their bodies hacked and slashed to pieces.” The editors were clear that the war criminals needed a “retributive lesson of humanity.” They wrote that “we must fight these rebels with their own weapons. If they shoot and starve our prisoners, treat theirs to the same dose. We must take off our gloves and go into this business as if we meant something.”68 William Tecumseh Sherman, major general and commander of the Military Division of the Mississippi, commanded forces in Tennessee and was one of the many Union military outraged at the massacre. Sherman wrote that there was “no doubt Forrest’s men acted like a set of barbarians, shooting down the helpless negro garrison after the fort was in their possession.”69


President Lincoln and the War Department considered in-kind punishment of Confederate POWs. Some argued that roughly four hundred rebels should be executed in a strong response to the massacre. However, this idea struck some as particularly savage. Others reasoned that any retributive barbarism was to prevent further war crimes from being committed by the Confederates. Ultimately, Lincoln and his generals decided to hold responsible the specific perpetrators at Fort Pillow, including, of course, Forrest. In the meantime, the story spread throughout the ranks of the Union Army, enraging and motivating soldiers with greater determination against a foe that was, to many, as vivid a manifestation of evil as ever witnessed in war.70


After many notable campaigns, various white newspapers, military commanders, and politicians celebrated black soldiers. Their performance cut short the lives of many Confederate soldiers, prompting one white soldier to note that “many a proud master found in death that freedom had made his slave his superior.”71 By the end of the Civil War, 10 percent of the entire US Army was black (roughly 179,000 soldiers). Black people constituted roughly 15 percent of the country in 1860, but about 90 percent of US blacks were enslaved and were concentrated in the states that formed the Confederacy. Therefore, it is remarkable that such a high ratio of black men served in the Union military. The proportion was higher than that of white men serving from the South but also higher than that of non-southern white men serving for the Union. Another 19,000 black servicemen were in the Union Navy.72


More than any other single event, the service of black men in the United States military undermined the white-nationalist project that had been woven into the fabric of the country since its inception. Even while forced to be in segregated units and denied pay equal to even that of foreign-born whites who had just arrived from Ireland, Germany, and other countries, these black troops, against incredible obstacles, proved their mettle on the battlefield and beyond. The status of free black people who had never lived anywhere but the United States had long been a liminal state of being neither citizen nor alien. As Martha Jones explains, in the course of the decades leading to the Civil War “lawmakers and jurists fumbled, punted, confused and otherwise failed to settle the question” of black citizenship.73 Notions of “rights” being fixed to “citizenship” were muddled. Plenty of citizens—including, most visibly, white women—were not granted certain rights afforded their male counterparts. However, their status as citizens was never in question, even if they did not have rights equal to those granted to white men. One thing was certain: white men universally enjoyed access to nearly all levels of the federal, state, and local governments—even those white men who were newly arrived and naturalized. At the start of the Civil War, the United States was a white-nationalist project like its enemy, the Confederacy. For the US, however, the demands of war forged expanded notions of democracy and freedom.


The Civil War and black service in the Union Army forced a substantive reevaluation of what freedom, democracy, and citizenship meant. In the face of a brutal history of legalized oppression in every region of the country, black men and women campaigned, organized, and recruited black men to serve the Union. Even black nationalists were quick to heed the call to serve. Although most may have been motivated by the desire to destroy slavery more than to serve the United States, their participation in the US military set a path for an expanded notion of democracy and citizenship in the country. Still, these new, more capacious applications of democracy would remain in abeyance until after the war against the Confederacy was won. And the Atlanta Campaign would be a defining event in the summer of 1864.
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2 | “No Capes for Negroes”



Quasi-free Blacks and Civil War Atlanta


“Very few white people were in sight, but lots of Negroes watched us as we marched along.… [Black people] hailed our men as their deliverers of God.”


—Union soldiers on marching on Atlanta, 1864


“[Sherman was] the Nero of the nineteenth century… [overseeing] the most ruthless, Godless hand ever organized in the name of patriotism.”


—Mary A. H. Gay, white Georgian, 1864


When Williams’ Atlanta Directory, City Guide and Business Mirror, the city’s first documented listing of its inhabitants, was published in 1859, few imagined how the names listed therein would be soon transformed by the sweeping forces of war. Solomon Luckie and his barbershop and bathing saloon were among the many people and businesses highlighted. His establishment was located in the Atlanta Hotel, built by the Georgia Railroad in 1845 and run by Dr. Joseph Thompson. At two stories, it was initially the largest among the hotels in the city and was regarded as the best hotel in town. Reflecting the centrality and power of the railroad industry in the city, this hotel was positioned in the prime central business district, literally next to a railroad. On the northwest side of the city’s central State Square, the hotel sat on Pryor Street between what was then Marietta Street and the railroad.


The city’s first mayor, Moses Formwalt, lived there, and Associate Justice Francis H. Cone of the Georgia Supreme Court savagely stabbed Alexander Stephens, future vice president of the Confederacy, there in 1848. Cone had accused Stephens, who was a Whig congressman, of being a “traitor to the South” for tabling the Clayton Compromise, which was meant to ease sectional tensions over the Oregon Territory. Hospitalized for weeks, Stephens refused to press charges against his assailant. Many other privileged and powerful locals and visitors patronized the barbershop and bathing saloon, making Luckie a comfortable man.1


By his thirties when the war began, Luckie was married to Nancy Cunningham, with whom he had three children, Camilla, Loduska, and Odie. When most Georgians were either subsistence farmers, in poverty, or enslaved, the Luckies, a very attractive couple, were photographed in fine clothes. In a striking photo, Solomon wears a suit, a large bow tie, and a pleasantly confident stare while balancing his left arm on a table in a classic pose that subtly draws attention to his pinky ring, itself a quiet mark of his status. Despite his relative wealth, Luckie’s security and that of his family were always precarious. The Luckie family’s five members accounted for more than 20 percent of all free black people in Atlanta in 1860. The tiny number of free blacks—23 in total—stood in contrast to the 1,917 who were enslaved, yet there they were: free, wealthy, well-dressed, and well-connected enough to secure a business and protect it against petitions from white barbers who protested his existence. He was the first wealthy black Atlantan, but his wealth could not fully protect him in the travails of war or peace in the city of his day.2


By the eve of the Civil War, Georgia was one of the most inhospitable places to black people anywhere. Forty-four percent of all people in the state were enslaved, a higher rate than most southern states. More than 99 percent of black people in Georgia were enslaved, again a rate higher than that of most southern states. For the fraction of 1 percent of black people who were free, life included a range of extremely hostile laws that outlawed or constricted their ability to travel, associate with others, receive an education, or own firearms. In 1818 the state ruled that free black people had to annually register with authorities and that they could not purchase land unless they had a white guardian. It was also illegal for them to purchase anyone in slavery (partially a measure to prevent people from buying someone to surreptitiously manumit them) unless they had a white guardian. They could not “beat drums [or] blow horns,” be taught to read and write, or be employed as scribes. It was illegal to free anyone from slavery—even through a last will and testament—except with a special ruling by the Georgia State Assembly. Between 1835 and the defeat of the Confederacy, the state approved manumission of only one person. Black people were not citizens by any measure.


However, there were challenges to this notion, and in these cases the courts were unequivocal. In 1853, Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court Joseph Henry Lumpkin ruled that black people had no citizenship rights, regardless of status as “free”: “We maintain that the status of the African in Georgia, whether bond or free, is such that he has no civil, social, or political rights whatever, except those bestowed on him by statute.” A free black person, the court argued, “can act only by and through his guardian; that he is in a condition of perpetual pupilage, or wardship.”3 Even in this daunting landscape, Atlanta managed to make even greater constrictions through its municipal racial laws.


The Gate City was a deeply hostile space for black people, even in comparison to other cities in the South. Washington, Charleston, and New Orleans all had sizable free-black populations. The extraordinary wealth of some free blacks in these cities has been well documented. Some owned opulent hotels, restaurants, and barbershops; enslaved people; and lived in mansions. Even if they could not vote, they managed to protect their wealth and create a black elite social world onto themselves.4 In contrast, free and enslaved black people in antebellum and Civil War–era Atlanta were severely limited in their ability to move about the city and lived under a hypervigilant structure of laws and regulations. The city was explicitly hostile to black institution building: black churches, black schools, and black social organizations were illegal. The municipal government was determined to prevent free black people from entering Atlanta.


An enslaved black person could be brought as property to Atlanta, but free black people had to petition to settle there. If they were approved, they then paid a fee to live in the city. If they had not registered within five days of arrival, they could be arrested and leased out to white people for labor—in effect, enslaved. They had to secure a special license to operate a business. They could not sell certain products, including alcohol. When one black businessman applied for a permit to sell ice cream, the city rejected his request. They lived under curfews and had to secure a white guardian to traverse the city in ways that were mundane for whites. In addition to being unable to have firearms, they were barred from having canes or wearing capes—should their sartorial expressions appear too grand for their “proper status.” Local laws mandated that they seek city council approval to entertain friends or family from out of town. The city council rejected multiple petitions of black people who attempted to move into the city, even under these conditions.5 For the nearly two dozen free black people, a range of laws attempted to prevent them from achieving success. Yet, as this chapter details, through a consequence of incredible fortitude, cunning, and determination, African Americans brought about extraordinary successes that would prove foundational for generations of black institution builders in the city. This was especially so in the fog of war, which eroded much of the legal (and social) structures built to contain human aspiration and ability.


Despite Atlanta’s relatively low percentage of enslaved people, the city was deeply tied to the institution of slavery. The city had nine businesses in particular that profited from human trafficking.6 One business even offered groceries and people for sale. The largest slave trader was Crawford, Frazer & Company, where prospective slavers could survey children, women, and men in chains, in pens, in cages, and tethered to tables. One could purchase an eight-year-old girl, a twenty-year-old woman, or a person of any other age or gender variation. In these venues, people were treated as chattel and were physically inspected, prodded, and handled in the most dehumanizing ways. One such venue was the building at 8 Whitehall Street, which was centrally located, had plenty of foot traffic, and was proudly exposed to the public gaze. Wails from children being pried from their mothers could easily emanate out to the passing pedestrians.7


Two years after the Civil War started, Atlanta emerged as a central depot for buying and selling people. In April 1863, three months after the passage of the Emancipation Proclamation, the city’s largest slave trader made extraordinary profits, evincing the Confederates’ faith that their cause was destined to be a victorious one. Crawford, Frazer & Company sold entire families to traffickers or parceled off mothers from children and husbands from wives. A nine-year-old child was sold for $2,150 ($50,561 today). The Atlanta Intelligencer, a perennial booster for the city, lauded the city for its regional dominance in slave trading. The Gate City was “almost up to Richmond as a negro mart.”8


Under these conditions, it is truly remarkable that some African Americans managed to achieve any semblance of success. Yet despite these circumstances, some—even those legally enslaved—were able to do just that. Along with the unique circumstances of the well-connected Solomon Luckie in antebellum Atlanta, one of the most fascinating stories of early black efforts of self-determination is that of Laura Lavinia Kelley, a woman who was never enslaved and who managed to purchase land in 1854, becoming the first black landowner in the city of Atlanta.


Kelley was born in 1825 in Augusta to free parents who had relocated to Georgia from South Carolina in the early nineteenth century. Her parents had purchased at least two parcels of Augusta land by 1816—two years before the state outlawed any black person from buying land without a white guardian. She moved to Atlanta around 1849 as an employee of Dr. James F. Alexander, who left Augusta to start a medical practice. She was listed as a washer and ironer in the city’s registration of free people of color. Alexander emerged as the city’s leading physician in the treatment of smallpox.


Shortly after her arrival in Atlanta, Laura met John Combs, who was held in bondage there. The two married by 1854. Of course, few free black people lived in the city, making marriage options with a free African American limited. Across the South, some free black people married those held in slavery. Many ultimately purchased the freedom of their spouses. However, this was illegal in Georgia. Yet Laura found a loophole.


As a domestic worker confronted with the virulent forces of racism and patriarchy, Laura Combs managed to cobble enough resources to purchase land, becoming Fulton County’s only person of color listed as a landowner and taxpayer in the 1854‒1858 period. Around 1856, she negotiated a complex exchange with a third party that included a “land swap” of her plot in “city lot 10, land lot 78” for her husband, owned by Mary and Jane Combs. These women, who were sisters, had inherited John when he was a child and, most likely, willingly circumvented state law to negotiate with Laura. Doing so gave John freedom to be with his wife and granted the Combs sisters new real estate. Although he was technically still their property, John managed to live a life in de facto freedom from the white Combs family. Around 1857, the Laura and John Combs family settled in Augusta.9


Alexander was the person who, as Laura’s guardian, made possible her initial land purchase. He was also one of the founders of the Atlanta Medical College in 1854. Alexander emerged as a full-throated secessionist in the following decade, serving in the Confederate Army’s Eighth Georgia Infantry as a surgeon. Simultaneously, Laura’s oldest son, Thomas, served in the Union Army, rising to the rank of sergeant and military band leader.


Beyond the remarkable story of Laura and John Combs, there were other African Americans who lived in a liminal space as professionally and socially privileged yet technically enslaved. A particularly fascinating account is that of Roderick Badger, the city’s first black dentist, who, surprisingly, grew successful by attracting a white clientele. He was born on Independence Day 1834 in DeKalb County to Martha, a woman enslaved by Joshua Badger, a wealthy plantation owner and dentist. Joshua had several children from his wife and at least two, Roderick and Robert, from women he enslaved. He taught his two black sons and a white one, Ralph, the trade of dentistry.


In 1855 Roderick married Mary Murphey, who was the daughter of an enslaver, Charles Murphey, and who was still held in bondage. Although Roderick was legally enslaved, in 1856 Joshua granted his son resources and support—as his owner—to settle in Atlanta and establish a practice. Similarly, Mary was given permission to live with her husband in Atlanta, where they eventually had eight children.


Despite the incredibly hostile environment, Roderick’s dental practice thrived. He attracted a sizable clientele of whites who proved loyal to his business. Although it was not unusual for whites to patronize black barbers, dentistry was a highly specialized profession that conferred prestige even among whites. This fact was not lost on white competitors, who seethed at Badger’s success.


In line with the city’s general hostility to black development of any kind, a body of whites (believed to be bitterly jealous dentists) petitioned the Atlanta City Council to prevent a capitalist market with any measure of fair competition. In 1859 they argued that it was unfair to compete with black businesses: “We feel aggrieved as Southern citizens that your honorable body tolerates a negro dentist (Roderick Badger) in our midst; and in justice to ourselves and the community it ought to be abated. We, the residents of Atlanta, appeal to you for justice.”10 In their moral and ethical universe, where equal opportunity was considered unjust, they appealed to the state to prevent black professionals from existing.


Despite the petition, Badger was able to maintain his practice. He had close ties with powerful whites. Roderick was the son and, more importantly, legal property of a wealthy white planter who was his guardian. His wife, Mary, was the daughter and legal property of a sitting state senator, former member of the US House of Representatives, and wealthy lawyer in nearby Decatur. These relations, as well as some of his clientele, likely gave Badger some insulation from punitive action from the city council, which did, however, pass a series of laws that constricted business opportunities for free black people. They were assessed a $5 tax (about $175 today) to live in Atlanta and were required to submit $200 (about $7,000 today) to be allowed to relocate to the city.
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Solomon Luckie was the first documented wealthy black Atlantan. He owned a barbershop and bathing saloon in the Atlanta Hotel, catering to the city’s elites and those who visited the city. In a city that had some of the most repressive antiblack laws anywhere in the country, where black people could not form organizations (including churches or schools) or even wear certain clothing, Luckie was a profound outlier. Luckie and wife, Nancy, pictured here, along with their three children, represented over 20 percent of the city’s miniscule free-black population. CREDIT: PART OF THE KENAN RESEARCH CENTER AT THE ATLANTA HISTORY CENTER REPOSITORY








The Luckies and the Badgers must have measured their privilege against that of the mass of black people while simultaneously recognizing the chasms of privilege, power, and basic rights that separated them from whites across class lines. They enjoyed many things that poor whites did not; however, their full citizenship and basic ability to travel freely, gather with friends and family, conduct business, and live a peaceful life with equal protection under the law were starkly curtailed by the most basic principles of white nationalism. Their talent, grit, industriousness, and integrity were never enough to realize civil rights for all in a system that inherently found meritocracy anathema—even among those designated as free.


After Abraham Lincoln’s election, in homes, private parlors, streets, and hotels, people engaged in debates and curious conversations about the future of the country and the region. Would the federal government attempt to destroy slavery? Would war ensue? What would become of the South? Of black people? The Luckies and the Badgers were aware that as war neared, life for them and their children would be fundamentally changed. Of course, the degree to which it would be changed remained unknown to all.


Charles Murphey, the father of Mary Badger, served as one of two delegates from DeKalb County during the debates over secession. He intended to vote for the Union but died on the first day of the convention. Ultimately, 208 voted for secession and 89 against it. By the time Lincoln was inaugurated, in March 1861, the breakaway republic organized militias in every state, and men in and around Atlanta swiftly assembled their own brigades or joined others. The Gate City Guards, the Atlanta Cadets, the Fulton Blues, the Atlanta Grays, the Fulton Dragoons, the Georgia Volunteers, and the Davis Infantry had all formed by the time Lincoln was sworn in. The southern nationalist cause appealed to various European immigrants as well. The all-German Steuden Yagers and the Atlanta Irish Volunteers organized among the city’s respective immigrant communities.


The local newspapers were excited about what the war would portend for their city and region. “Upon one point he is perfectly plain,” the Atlanta Intelligencer wrote about Lincoln. “He decides for war. We are prepared to meet it. We are a united and homogenous people.… Every man in the South is a soldier.” The paper wrote in classic form, disregarding the 44 percent of its state’s population that was black and almost entirely held in chains or the 35 percent of the people in the South in similar conditions. With remarkable confidence, the paper concluded that the Confederacy was a formidable military force and that the citizens of Atlanta would rise to serve with alacrity. As the article concluded, “We say then, to Lincoln and his myrmidons, come on!”11 A month later, the Gate City Guard left for service in Florida, where the Confederates planned to surround, if not capture, US military installations, including Fort Pickens in Pensacola. The Atlanta Hotel and the Trout House (another of the main hotels) were brimming with excitement as thousands of Atlantans gathered to send off the rebels. The city was ready to support white southern nationalism with force.


Confederate president Jefferson Davis, who visited the city in April, was met with throngs of cheering locals. Children curiously and dutifully followed directions to “scatter flowers in Mr. Davis’s pathway” as he waved at the excited citizens lining his route. More than sending eager troops off to war, Atlanta was an early critical source of war matériel as well. The Confederate government designated the city as an industrial producer of weaponry. Gunsmiths worked overtime to produce an arsenal. The state militia was headquartered there, and the whirl of machinery, commerce, and excitement animated the city as war neared.12 Even with this level of preparedness and excitement, few would anticipate the scope of the conflagration before them or the degree to which Atlanta would be central to its unfolding.


In 1861 scores of cities, from Haverhill, Maine, to Quincy, Illinois, including more than a dozen southern ones, were more populous than Atlanta. Despite its small population, Atlanta was an important cog in the Confederate war machine by 1863. The New York Times reported that the city, as part of a transportation network, “furnished forth half its war material to the entire Confederacy from the Rappahannock to the Rio Grande.”13 That the war was in its third year surprised most. People on both sides had assumed that it would end after its first several months. Although the industrial output of the North far exceeded the South, it was at a distinct disadvantage by being forced to have its soldiers march sometimes hundreds of miles into enemy territory. Defeating rebels required capturing the several cities that were essential to feeding the Confederate war machine with manufacture and transportation of munitions, as well as illegally traded crops, including cotton. That trade relied on rail networks through the Black Belt cotton-rich regions of the South, and no city was as strategically important as Atlanta to that trade. The US War Department identified Atlanta’s capture as critical to victory.


In spring 1864, the famed General Sherman, with the horror of Fort Pillow still fresh, led the Military Division of the Mississippi in a major campaign into Georgia to capture Atlanta. The Union forces comprised three divisions: the Army of the Tennessee, under General James B. McPherson; the Army of the Ohio, under General John M. Schofield, and the Army of the Cumberland, under General George Henry Thomas. The massive group of 98,000 Union soldiers terrified Confederates and their sympathizers.


Confederate general Joseph E. Johnston, who commanded a much smaller group of troops (53,000), futilely resisted the push of Sherman’s soldiers but continued to fall back toward the prized city. A pall of fear fell across much of Atlanta as its residents awaited the Yankee advance. To temper the growing anxiety, on June 6 the Atlanta City Council passed a resolution requesting Mayor James M. Calhoun to issue a special proclamation. Calhoun steadfastly urged calm, faith, and patience, and he established June 10, 1864, as “a day of Fasting, Humiliation and Prayer… to Almighty God… to bless and crown our arms with success, and to cause our enemies to return discomforted to their homes.”14 There is little doubt that black Atlantans also prayed, but for a distinctly different outcome than did Calhoun and his white compatriots. For them, the federals were harbingers of freedom, not the demons described by Confederates.


On June 27, after several weeks of pushing into Georgia, Sherman led an ill-fated assault on Kennesaw Mountain, more than twenty miles north of Atlanta. The rebels, under Johnston, held their positions and pushed back the federal army, which had charged from all sides. As typical of battles through history, the carnage, which had started in the morning, concluded just hours later, by midday. Union casualties were estimated at 2,500, whereas Johnston calculated around 800 Confederate dead. The battlefield was littered with corpses, which began to rot in the summer heat. The two sides agreed on a truce to gather their dead comrades for burials.15 Despite the failed charge, white locals remained rightfully terrified at the prospect of Sherman’s push. The Union general had already established a reputation for strong repression of local Confederate vigilantism and resistance. Among other things, he exiled pro-Confederate civilians and commandeered their crops, cattle, businesses, and homes. There was little recourse when Sherman’s troops, a veritable juggernaut, moved across the southern landscape.


The day after the assault on Kennesaw Mountain, Georgia governor Joseph Brown wrote to CSA president Jefferson Davis begging for more troops. Brown was particularly alarmed about Atlanta. Brown explained that “I need not call your attention to the fact that this place is to the Confederacy… almost as important as the heart is to the human body. We must hold it.” Brown, desperate for the most savage of generals, suggested that Nathan Bedford Forrest be summoned to cut off Sherman’s supply line from the rear. When Richmond refused to send Forrest or any more soldiers, Brown was livid. The governor complained that upward of fifty Georgia regiments were in Richmond defending the Confederate capital when they could be protecting Atlanta instead. Brown was an outspoken critic of Davis, and his hostility to conscription only intensified with Sherman’s march. Brown undermined the wider Confederate war effort when he refused to send further militia to CSA federal authority in order to avoid “surrendering the last vestige of sovereignty of the state.”16 In a twist of irony, the Confederate federal government witnessed its own weakening in the face of vituperative protests against violations of “states’ rights” from within its own constituent states.


The situation for the rebels seemed dire, but the Yankees’ charge had, for the moment, stopped. Perhaps cautious about rushing into another major assault on Johnston’s positions, the two armies remained at Kennesaw Mountain until Johnston and his weary troops fled to Smyrna on the night of July 2. Sherman, emboldened, pushed forward with his soldiers, making his way closer to Atlanta.17


Throughout the Georgia Campaign, Confederate leaders scrambled to raise militia and even guerrilla groups to attack Sherman. Benjamin Hill, the politician and ardent white supremacist, enjoined the civilian population of his state to rise up against Union soldiers. In outright desperation, he even implored slaveholders to direct their enslaved men to attack Union troops, as long as the enslaved did not have firearms. Making a calculated distinction, Hill called for “every citizen with his gun and every Negro with his spade and axe” to attack federal troops. Other Georgia politicians directed the people to “burn all bridges and block up the road in [Sherman’s] route. Assail the invader by day and night—let him have no rest.”18 The fear across Confederate leadership—political and civil—was palpable. The highly regarded rebel General P. G. T. Beauregard, whose troops had first fired on Fort Sumter, demanded that the people of Georgia “arise for the defense of [your] native soil” and “rally around your patriotic Governor and gallant soldiers! Obstruct and destroy all roads in Sherman’s front, flank, and rear and his army will soon starve in your midst.”19 To the Confederate leaders’ dismay, the people refused to confront Sherman on any notable scale.


Many white Georgians fled Sherman’s approach, hiding in fields, forests, basements, and attics. They did not charge the Union troops, and, as the Richmond Dispatch reported, “nor did they destroy any property or drive away their cattle.”20 Atlanta’s Southern Confederacy newspaper, which had become a powerful mouthpiece for Confederate leadership, had just a few weeks earlier graphically admonished rebel soldiers to repulse Sherman’s troops: “Rise to the field of battle! Sink down in your own blood and hail it as a joyful deliverance, in preference to submission to the heartless abolition Yankees.”21 The reference to abolition was a clear reminder to rebel soldiers of slavery’s significance to their fight. According to millions across the South, abolition was an infernal evil itself. In a moral universe that celebrated the right to enslave as “freedom” and the abnegation of that right as “tyranny,” the appeal to Confederate resistance seemed only strengthened by the Emancipation Proclamation and the reports of newly freed black men joining the ranks of the US military. Perhaps the only thing worse than Sherman’s advance on Atlanta would have been regiments of black soldiers under his command.


The editors of the Intelligencer shared the anxiety and alarm that pervaded the city. The paper insisted that Jefferson Davis provide more troops to repulse the approaching federals. The Intelligencer, like people across the North and South, understood the critical importance of the city’s fate. There was “no greater prize in the Confederacy” outside of Richmond, as Robert O’Connell notes. “If the South had a workshop for war, it was Atlanta.”22 Johnston could not withstand the advancement, and the industrial hub was too important to be lost: “Should Atlanta fall, fearful indeed will be the responsibility.… The Richmond in Virginia is the political Richmond, but the Richmond in Georgia is Atlanta, which to the Confederacy is a more important point.”23 Significant national attention focused on the Gate City and the massive forces assembling to determine its fate. Lincoln, who was running for reelection, faced challenges from Democrats who had grown weary of the war, as well as members of his own party who felt that he was too conciliatory to the Confederates and too short on battlefield victories. During the siege, given the casualties and the war fatigue from northern families and soldiers alike, the president confided in a colleague that “I am going to be beaten and, unless some great change takes place, badly beaten.”24


By mid-July, the Union forces were on the outskirts of Atlanta, the would-be capital of the Confederacy. The War Department in Richmond, desperate to repulse Sherman, relieved Johnston of his duties and replaced him with Lieutenant General John Bell Hood on July 17. Hood, known as bold and audacious, eagerly embraced the charge. Even some other Confederates considered the young officer brash and reckless. Robert E. Lee warned that Hood was “all lion, none of the fox.”25 Though smaller in number, Hood’s troops attacked the Union line at various points, hoping to disrupt the forces and isolate the much larger regiment. Confederates attacked from Peachtree Creek, Decatur, and Ezra Church. However, these assaults were futile against the might and military maneuvers of Sherman and his commanders. Hood lost fourteen thousand troops to casualties, and his aggressive tactics proved for naught.26


The numbers, strength, and military command of the Yankees overwhelmed the rebels. Hood retreated to Atlanta, which was fortified with troops and parapets positioned across the city in homes and buildings. He prepared for the Union assault and appealed for reinforcements, but these were never authorized. The situation appeared increasingly desperate for the Confederates across the state. In fact, by 1864 there had emerged a peace movement tacitly supported by Alexander Stephens, the stern CSA vice president. A Georgia native, Stephens was known as a “master at managing relations with journalists,” and he exploited his relations with state newspapers, including Atlanta’s famed Southern Confederacy, to promote the notion that a negotiated peace with the North was viable.27 In essence, Stephens endorsed the platform of the Democratic Party, which argued the same in the 1864 presidential election cycle. While the local movement for “unbowed” peace spread, General Hood anxiously calculated his options.


In the oppressive heat of the Georgia summer, Sherman patiently established encampments along a stretch of the city and began a brutal siege. The shelling went on for weeks and destabilized the city in every way. Daily reports on the front kept others throughout the Confederacy abreast of the siege of Atlanta. On July 9 the Southern Confederacy reported that “the echo of a few heavy guns has been heard in the city in the morning.” In an attempt to provide some degree of comfort, the paper noted that “our readers may rest assured we shall keep them duly posted of further developments of the enemy, and as such the disposition of our own troops as may not betray the movements and designs of our commander in chief.” However, the iconic newspaper made no further reports on the siege. That report was in the last published issue of the Southern Confederacy, which ceased operations in Atlanta as Union forces bombarded the city.28 The collapse of the newspaper was an ominous sign for the rebellion across the South.


The wartime population had doubled to more than twenty thousand: war production drew both wage labor and enslaved workers to the city. With huge shortages of wage labor, enslavers across the region profited by leasing enslaved men and women to work for the Confederate war machine. Many of these people were forced to work in hospitals, in factories, on the railroads, or in any other space deemed necessary by the rebel government. Forced-labor camps with thousands of people from throughout Georgia were used to produce war matériel as well as dig massive ditches around the city to fortify against Union attack. The final result of months of backbreaking labor was several miles of fortifications, thousands of skirmish holes for armed soldiers, and “a man-made wall as impregnable as any titanic storm-tossed ocean waves broke upon.”29


However, the chaos and mayhem caused by war and the siege enabled waves of escapes to freedom. First dozens, then scores, and finally hundreds of enslaved people fled to freedom after reaching Atlanta. The rapidly growing population of black people brought more opportunity for escape and melting into crowds of urban anonymity. Newspapers reported large rewards to reenslave people who had escaped bondage. The proximity of the Union Army only exacerbated fears that people would escape slavery. A resident of Marietta, outside of Atlanta, advertised a reward of a thousand dollars to capture a husband and wife, Jesse and Delia, who were likely “making their way for the enemy.”30 The uncertainty and the fog of war provided a perfect arena for emancipation. By the July bombardment campaign, most Atlantans had fled the city. Thousands of people fled slavery from plantations, factories, and other leased positions as management, overseers, and authority itself eroded.


But even as Atlanta was threatened by Union forces, some people were still moving into the city for various reasons. The city was a depot for people fleeing conflict in the countryside and for soldiers either en route to battle or returning from it as casualties. Local hospitals tended to the wounded from the front, as well as civilian needs. At one point, the city had twenty-six hospitals. As the Yankee forces moved closer to the city, health-care workers fled with other civilians. The strain on and demand for the handful of physicians who remained were extraordinary. The most famous of the wartime health-care workers was Dr. Noel D’Alvigny, a French-born surgeon who joined the Ninth Georgia Battalion of the Confederate Army and tended to all manner of trauma. Like many other foreign-born people in Georgia, he committed himself to the cause of southern nationalism. His son Charles served in Company G of the cavalry battalion of the Georgia Legion, which had been organized by the wealthy slave owner Thomas Reade Rootes Cobb, and he eventually served with Robert E. Lee in Virginia.31 By July, the Atlanta Medical College was the only hospital still in operation in the city and Noel D’Alvigny its only physician. The horrifying specter of a siege was being realized, with very few resources to attend to its carnage.


Those who remained spent weeks preparing for bombardment. Civilians prepared “bombproofs” in their yards and around their homes as defenses against shelling. Confederates created parapets stretching across the city as well. For weeks the salvos continued with an occasional lull, but no breaks lasting much more than a day. National newspapers covered the siege, and Americans eagerly anticipated updates on the Atlanta Campaign. Richmond was in regular communication with General Hood, who clamored for more resources and troops. In an effort to reassure its shaken readers, the Intelligencer reported that the Confederacy need not fear capture of the prized city. The fortifications and the spirits of the people were strong. The fate of the Gate City was in the capable hands of Hood and his soldiers. In fact, the rebels were winning against the “abolitionist” invaders: “The Yankee forces will disappear before Atlanta before the end of August.”32 Of course, the Yanks had other plans.


As Sherman’s forces penetrated farther into Georgia, Confederate troops met them on July 21 at the Battle of Atlanta, southeast of the city. Early on, Confederate skirmishers shot and killed General McPherson. Rated first in his 1853 West Point graduating class, McPherson was the second-highest-ranking Union officer killed in the war. Coincidentally, Confederate general Hood was a classmate and friend of McPherson’s, and he wrote that the death of his “classmate and boyhood friend” caused him “sincere sorrow.” Although they were on opposite sides of the conflict, Hood claimed that the war had not lessened his friendship with McPherson.33 Sherman swiftly promoted General Oliver Otis Howard to replace McPherson as the commander of the Army of the Tennessee. Howard, who had also attended West Point with Hood, advised Sherman that “I knew [Hood] well at West Point. He won’t give up.”34 Howard’s words resonated with the indefatigable Sherman, who then calculated a strategy to crush the rebels. Sherman knew that a broken supply line, coupled with constant shelling, would break the most obstinate resistance. A full bombardment of the city would follow. In early August, as Sherman wrote to Howard, “Let us destroy Atlanta and make it a desolation.”35


The shells raining into the city horrified its inhabitants, prompting a steady flow of excited civilians to move south out of the city for safety. Many of the people, accurately fearing pillaging soldiers, fled with as much as they could carry. People frantically loaded trunks with clothes and valuables, and many even tried to move furniture from their homes onto crowded trains. “Everyone seems to be hurrying off,” reported one newspaper. “Wagons loaded with household furniture and everything else that can be packed upon them crowd every street, and women old and young, and children innumerable are hurrying to and fro. Every train of cars is loaded to its utmost capacity. The excitement beats anything I ever saw.”36 Confederate lieutenant Andrew Neal, a native of Atlanta, witnessed the shelling while in Hood’s command. He wrote to his sister that although their hometown had not been captured, “they have ruined its value to us in great measure.”37


The shelling caused fires throughout the city, which was ablaze day and night. The Union forces targeted militarily important positions, but scores of homes and other private properties of no military importance were hit with shells, shrapnel, and bullets or were destroyed by fire. The New York Times reported on one powerfully symbolic casualty of Union shelling: a downtown business that sold babies, the elderly, and all manner of people in between. The sign across the facade of the bombarded building read “Auction Sale of Negroes.” The shelling “was but uttering the condemnation of God and the civilized world, against the diabolical traffic.” The Yankee projectiles were compared to “thunderbolt[s] from Heaven… speaking for humanity, and carrying the destruction to the accursed tenement wherein the dearest rights of man have been violated.”38 On August 7, Sherman wrote to Major General H. W. Halleck in Washington, informing him that the military operation against the fortified Confederate stronghold was moving favorably: “One thing is certain, whether we get inside Atlanta or not, it will be a used-up community by the time we are done with it.”39 The bombardment proved to be a powerful display of modern warfare, laying waste to both military and civilian structures, and demoralizing the population.
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