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This is an extraordinary case. It will go down in the books as one of the most remarkable on record.
—Richard T. Greener to Alexander Ramsey, August 14, 1880




I can, I must, I will win a place in life.
—J. C. Whittaker, Buffalo, New York, May 31, 1882
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PREFACE


The last two decades have seen upheaval and change in almost every field of human endeavor but nowhere more than among the black people of the United States. Three centuries of resistance to injustice has been intensified, and some victories have been won. Even in the study of American history there has been a fundamental change. Black faces are appearing in history books in other than the slave situation; the factual role of the Afro-American in the life of the United States is finally receiving attention.

This book is an attempt to add to this study. It is the story of one man’s battle against discrimination and injustice. While it concentrates on one element—life at West Point, the mysterious nighttime incident, and the subsequent trials and political machinations—it gives insight into much more.

Johnson Chesnut Whittaker, born a slave in 1858, lived through the Civil War, Reconstruction, the period of the development and establishment of Jim Crow segregation, World War I, and the black migration from the South. He experienced the attempts to integrate one of the national schools, the United States Military Academy, and was a pioneer in the establishment of black education. In his hitherto unstudied life can be seen the struggle of black people to emerge from slavery into a full share of the American dream. His life provides an unusual opportunity to study a black man in depth and learn more about black people and even more about American democracy.

The court of inquiry and court-martial alone are significant expositions of American attitudes and beliefs. They are as dramatic and important as any court-martial or trial in American history. They are to post-Civil War America what the Scopes trial was to the 1920’s, the Scottsboro trial to the 1930’s, or the Calley trial to the 1970’s. The Whittaker trials not only tell the story of famous individuals; they also reveal the innermost soul of an age and a people.

This work is based on documents and personal interviews. Finding the appropriate material and people was a historical adventure in itself, consisting of discovering pertinent information in mounds of official documents and personal correspondence in the usual depositories but also in small South Carolina courthouses, dusty attics, and the memories of surviving witnesses. Without the active cooperation of scores of persons, much of the story that follows could not be told. The individuals who knew the subject of this book or are the caretakers of pertinent documents went out of their way to be of help. Their unselfish interest and aid made the writing of this book possible.

J. C. Whittaker’s family was most gracious in providing information and photographs. Granddaughter Cecil Whittaker McFadden and daughter-in-law Marian Horton, the remarried widow of John Whittaker, both of Detroit, Michigan, received the author and his wife graciously and were generous with their time and information. In South Carolina, Whittaker’s home state, whites and blacks were equally kind. They are listed below: Mrs. Charliese P. Sheffield, Registrar T. J. Crawford, Professor and Mrs. Reginald Thomasson, Head Librarian Barbara Williams and the entire staff of the library named after Whittaker’s son, the Miller F. Whittaker Library, all of South Carolina State College, Orangeburg, South Carolina; in Camden: Mrs. W. A. Boykin of the Camden District Heritage Foundation and distant relative Dr. Theodore Whitaker; in Sumter: Attorney George D. Shore, Jr.; County Superintendent of Education Buford Mabry; E. C. Jones, D.D.S.; William F. Bultman, Sr.; distant relative Anna Louise McDonald; and Dr. Hugh Stoddard, Superintendent of Sumter School District #2.

A host of libraries and librarians provided aid: Rita A. Nies, Grace Davies, and Bernard Schroeck of the Gannon College Library; the staff of the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress; Elmer O. Parker, Joseph B. Ross, and a host of others at the National Archives; Sara Fuller of the Ohio Historical Society; Watt P. Marchman and Ruth Ballenger of the Rutherford B. Hayes Library; Stanley P. Tozeski of the United States Military Academy Archives and Marie Capps of Special Collections; Kimball C. Elkins of the Harvard University Archives; R. Nicholas Olsberg, T. M. Bolivar, and others of the South Carolina Department of Archives and History; Mrs. Granville T. Prior, South Carolina Historical Society; E. L. Inabinett, Clara Mae Jacobs, and Juliana B. Dinney of the South Caroliana Library, University of South Carolina; Patricia McClure and Dorothy B. Porter of the Howard University Library; Ruby J. Shields of the Minnesota Historical Society; Sharon E. Knapp, William R. Perkins Library, Duke University; Carolyn A. Wallace, Southern History Collection, University of North Carolina; the staffs of the Erie (Pa.) Public Library and the Buffalo and Erie County Public Library. Countless other librarians and archivists too numerous to mention searched their collections for Whittaker material.

Thanks are also due to clerks and probate-court personnel of South Carolina counties, particularly Kershaw, Orangeburg, and Sumter; Bill Eaton of the Buffalo Evening News; D. A. Wisener of Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Cecil J. Williams of Orangeburg; Frances H. Smith, Clerk, South Carolina Supreme Court; Mr. and Mrs. Douglas Dedman and Miss Anna Mae Marszalek of Batavia, New York; Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Marszalek of Albany, New York; Mr. and Mrs. John Marszalek, Sr., and Sister Rosalie Marie G.N.S.H. of Buffalo; Barbara Melton of Killeen, Texas; Mr. and Mrs. John Kozmer of Niles, Michigan; Mrs. Ralph Dowden, John Cunningham, and James X. Kroll, all of Erie; Major W. Scott Dillard of the United States Military Academy; Captain William R. Robie of the Judge Advocate General School, U.S. Army; Elinor Wilson of California; Norman Kotker and Linda Spencer of Charles Scribner’s Sons; and registrars and officials of colleges and universities too numerous to mention. All were in various ways instrumental in the completion of the book.

Special thanks are in order to student assistants Edward Grode, Paul Kovacs, David Lastowski, Margaret Orler and Patrick Casey, for their loyalty and hard work and the Gannon College Faculty Service department, Kay Medairy, Rosemary Stewart and Lenore Mulcahy, for their typing skills and their never-flagging enthusiasm. James F. Sefcik of the Gannon History Department read the entire manuscript and offered encouragement, criticism, and both intellectual and personal camaraderie. Gannon College provided two faculty research grants, and a summer grant was awarded by the National Endowment for the Humanities.

My article “A Black Cadet at West Point,” originally published in American Heritage magazine and copyright © 1971 by American Heritage Publishing Company, Inc., is used in various sections of the book with permission of the magazine.

Most of all, this book is the result of the patience and the loving understanding and inspiration of my wife, Jeanne Kozmer Marszalek. She helped in more ways than even she knows.

Any merit this book may have is the result of the generosity of these kind people. The fault for any deficiencies lies only with the author.

J. F. M.

ASSAULT AT WEST POINT

The Court-Martial of Johnson Whittaker


1
THE BLACK MAN AND WEST POINT IN GILDED AGE AMERICA
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IT was 6:00 A.M., time for reveille at the United States Military Academy, West Point, New York, on April 6, 1880, and the early hour showed in the faces of the still sleepy cadets. The usual morning chill was in the air, but when the order to “fall in” was given, the cadets had to ignore the 42° temperature. The roll call echoed on the West Point plain, and it was soon discovered that one cadet was missing; Cadet Johnson Chesnut Whittaker was not in formation.

Undoubtedly there was a stir among the assembled cadets and perhaps some happy feeling of anticipation. Whittaker, the most disliked cadet at West Point, was in trouble now, and few of the other cadets would feel any sense of grief at the punishment he might receive. Whittaker had not specifically gone out of his way to become unpopular, nor was he a bully or a troublemaker; his fault, as viewed by his fellow cadets, was simply that he was a Negro. He was, in April 1880, the only black cadet at West Point.

Learning that Cadet Whittaker was absent, the officer-in-charge, Major Alexander Piper, immediately directed George R. Burnett, the Cadet Officer of the day, to go to the black cadet’s room in the Fifth Division Building to see if he had overslept. Burnett moved quickly up the flights of barracks stairs and approached Whittaker’s fourth-floor door immediately off the landing. He called out: “Mr. Whittaker.” Receiving no answer, Burnett opened the door, stepped inside the room, and repeated his call. There was still no response. He moved toward the alcove where Whittaker’s bed was located and called even louder. For the third time he heard nothing, but now he saw Whittaker lying on the floor, looking as though he had fallen out of bed. Coming closer, Burnett saw that Whittaker’s legs were tied to his bed and that he was covered with blood. The room showed signs of mayhem. Burnett left the black cadet undisturbed and ran to get the officer of the day. As he started out of the room, he ran into Cadet Frederick G. Hodgson, one of the occupants of the room directly across the hall. “Look, look here,” he said. “Wait here until I go for the officer-in-charge.” Hodgson looked in and exclaimed, “I believe he is dead!”1

The United States in the year 1880 was made up of over 50,000,000 people. Bustling with activity and full of energy, the nation, over a hundred years old, confidently looked to the future after the terrible experience of a civil war. Gaping holes had been torn in the body politic, but these wounds seemed to be healing. Bitter sectional hatred seemed to be breaking down as Northerners and Southerners increasingly saw more advantages in reconciliation than in waving the bloody shirt or refighting old battles. All was not settled, but the air was filled with confidence that a solution was possible.

Trapped in the crossfire of this preoccupation with sectional reconciliation and a return to normality were six and a half million American Negroes. Their plight was becoming lost in talk of trusts, tariffs, money, civil service, Sitting Bull, and reconciliation.

When the Civil War ended in 1865 the black man, in America since 1619, found himself a citizen for the first time. According to the newly enacted Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth amendments, he was a free man and had constitutional protection against violations of his “privileges and immunities” as a citizen. The long period of bondage and subservience seemed over.

Unfortunately, dried ink on paper proved little guarantee of rights. In short order the freed black found his voting rights abridged and his very life controlled by restrictive custom and law. His hopes were raised during the period of so-called “Radical Reconstruction” in the late 1860’s and early 1870’s, but even then he enjoyed few of the rights of citizenship. The Ku Klux Klan, the Knights of the White Camellia, and sundry other organizations proved to be effective instruments in keeping him submerged. Nowhere in the reconstructed South did he have a truly effective voice; the political offices he managed to obtain tended to be symbolic and/or temporary. A number of blacks served in the House of Representatives and two were Senators, but none wielded any real power. White America was not ready for black citizens, let alone black political leaders.

In all fairness it must be said that Reconstruction was a period of transition. The nation as a whole and the South in particular were unsure of the role in American society that should be assigned to freed blacks. Segregation was present during this period, but total Jim Crowism lay in the future.2 There was still a flame of hope burning in black breasts, although the winds of repression were already causing it to flicker.

The Gilded Age, the time of Presidents Rutherford B. Hayes, James A. Garfield, Chester A. Arthur, Grover Cleveland, and Benjamin Harrison, was an era of continued decline for black people. Southerners stripped away black voting rights and then equal access to public accommodations. Soon the two races were completely separated, and Jim Crow reigned supreme. Northerners, even liberals, abandoned blacks in the hope of material, political, or national gain. In short, Northern and Southern race feeling merged; it had never been as far apart as has sometimes been believed. North and South agreed that blacks were inferior to whites intellectually, emotionally, and even physically. The black race was an inferior race, and Africa was a dark continent that had never produced anything worth noting. Consequently, it was argued, American blacks were of inferior stock and not really able to fulfill the rights of citizenship. Their disenfranchisement might actually prove to be a national blessing. It would take from the voting rolls a mass of ignorant voters and protect the stability of the nation. Most importantly, it would pave the way for peace between the sections.

Not all Americans felt this way, of course, but the vast majority did. One need only read the leading Northern newspapers and magazines to see how widespread was the belief in innate black inferiority. The black man was depicted as lazy, shiftless, childlike, thieving, and apparently without any virtue. There was little, if any, press protest made against discrimination, and, more often than not, new restrictions were envisioned as good.3

Even those who considered themselves willing to give the black man a chance were checked by the all-encompassing doctrine of Social Darwinism. According to this science of the day, the black race held a position on the bottom of the ladder of human evolution, far below the dominant Anglo-Saxon race. Thus, science buttressed years of prejudice and provided a rational justification for believing that blacks were inferior and were destined to remain so unless eons of time brought about adaptation and change.

Faced with such impressive “evidence,” even the most sympathetic person found it difficult to argue for Negro rights. Since most Americans knew blacks only as slaves or as holders of the most menial positions in society, they felt constrained to believe that science was correct. It seemed useless to try to help Negroes personally or pressure the government to aid them. It would accomplish nothing. Darwinians such as William Graham Sumner even warned that any meddling with evolution would actually cause retrogression by disturbing evolutionary progress.4 The best that could be done for black people was to let them live as second-class citizens. The more important task of political and economic life could then be considered without racial interruption.

Nevertheless, many Americans, particularly Republicans, felt a sense of responsibility toward the black man. As the party of Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, Republicans, particularly of the radical stripe, believed that the Negro should have political equality; some went so far as to include social equality. However, as the years moved on, many Radicals died off; others left office or lost interest in guaranteeing black rights. By 1876 the Republican party was beginning to re-evaluate its policy toward the freedman. Disappointed that they had not been able to build a solid party in the South based on the black vote, Republicans began to look toward their more natural allies—the former Southern Whigs, the upper-class whites. They saw the need to make their party more truly national and debated over how this could best be done: allying themselves with Southern whites or blacks. Most saw their only true hope in an alliance with whites. Industry would be a connecting link between North and South.

Yet they did not see this as an abandonment of the Negro. They still saw themselves as the black man’s only friend and their program of sectional unity as his only hope. When Rutherford B. Hayes thought he had lost the election of 1876, for example, he was reported to have said that he did not care for himself but was concerned “for the poor colored man in the South.” Despite such protestations, Hayes and his successors in the presidency did little for the black man.

The black man protested, but his cries went unheeded. He felt betrayed and talked of abandoning the Republican party. But where could he go? Nowhere else on the political scene was there a friendly face. So he stayed in the party of Lincoln and continued to hope for a fairer shake. He continued to be disappointed and remained nothing more than a weak pawn in the Republican game of political chess.

Throughout the Gilded Age conditions for blacks continued to worsen, and proscription increased. With the arrival of the 1890’s the Republican party eliminated even its token support. Fearing that any bloody shirt waving, any concern for black voting rights would disrupt the business alliance between the North and South, Republicans simply gave up trying to build an effective organization in the South, leaving their black allies to the mercy of rising demagogues. The black man was now truly alone. His abandonment by American society was complete.5

Americans of the 1870’s and 1880’s solemnly remembered the Civil War and held the soldiers and leaders on both sides in veritable reverence. A military organization, the powerful Grand Army of the Republic (G.A.R.), was a leading pressure group listened to with great attention by Congress, President, and common man alike. Scores of other military organizations, North and South, were important focuses of social life for many Americans. Yet the active army during this period was a skeleton force, at times fearful for its very existence. General of the Army William T. Sherman often complained of Congressional cutbacks in money and army size and felt that the nation was ungrateful for the military sacrifices of the past war.6

This reverence for past exploits and neglect of the present was not the paradox it appears. While the influence makers of the Gilded Age—the businessmen, financiers, and leading intellectuals—might revel in past glories, they thought future wars virtually impossible and considered a large standing army an anachronistic waste.7 They were indifferent to the Army and unconcerned with its maintenance. Many Southerners resented the Army’s role during Reconstruction, and most radical Republicans never forgot the wave of resignations by Southerners that swept the Army at the start of the Civil War. In short, the Army’s position in society was a perilous one despite the nation’s general satisfaction with Civil War performance.

Without public interest and support the Army languished, living a hand-to-mouth existence dependent on the whim of Congress. Occasionally the public would become concerned when a Custer was annihilated or an Army outpost in the West was overrun. It might follow with interest the long political hassle over the Civil War Fitz John Porter court-martial or enjoy hearing about General Sherman’s latest after-dinner speech. But for the most part the public paid scant attention to its Army.

At the United States Military Academy, the Army’s training ground for officers, matters were fundamentally different in some respects. The nation might be pleased with its Civil War memories and its reunification, but West Point was still uncomfortable. Instead of looking back to the Civil War, the Military Academy tried to forget it. The late war was not a source of glory; it was a festering sore yet to be healed. The prewar sectional controversies which had split the Academy and its cadets remained a source of dispute, with Northern and Southern cadets trading blows over secession late into the nineteenth century.

This basic discord and the attacks from without made the Academy turn in on itself and revert to the past—to the era of founder Sylvanus Thayer. Here at a time when sectional discord was absent, the Academy hoped to find a purpose for its existence and a philosophy for the future.

This is not to conclude, as some authors have, that the Gilded Age was a period of stagnation for the Academy. It would be fairer to call this period an age of uncertainty. Some successful attempts were made to change curriculum and make other adjustments, but many other attempts were defeated in Washington or blocked by feelings of uncertainty. West Point saw the need for improvement but was unsure how to achieve it. And as attacks on it grew, it tended to become more and more defensive.8

West Point’s most persistent and powerful critic during the period was John A. Logan, the successful citizen-general of the Civil War and later leading Republican politician and founder of the G.A.R. During a Civil War battle Logan had prevented a disaster by rallying a segment of Sherman’s army when the death of General McPherson had left it leaderless. Because of his valor and previous service he expected to retain command of the Army of the Tennessee, which he had so nobly rallied. When General Sherman appointed West Point graduate O. O. Howard to the post, Logan ascribed the slight to what he felt was the West Point clique’s refusal to let a non-West Pointer have a position of authority. Despite Sherman’s repeated disavowals, then and in later years, Logan maintained his belief throughout his political career and was a constant thorn in West Point’s side.

In a book published after his death, The Volunteer Soldier of America, Logan called for the abolition of West Point and its replacement by military courses at the state universities. If it did survive, its only role might be as a graduate school of military science. He considered the Academy a danger to American democracy because it taught military skills to only a very few, giving them the ability to overthrow the government. The large number of West Point defections to the Confederacy in the late war showed yet another deficiency in the Academy, as did what Logan considered the general level of incompetence among its graduates.9 Fortunately for West Point, the book had little real effect. Its tedious and drawn-out style made reading it a chore: coming out as it did after Logan’s death, it did not have his active push behind it.

Such criticisms only tended to make West Point draw into itself even more and increased its sense of uncertainty. The Academic Board, alumni, and others associated with the Academy critically examined the institution in private and in the pages of the Journal of Military Service Institution. But their uncertainty was evident. As Professor George L. Andrews put it: “It is not to be denied that the course at the Academy is susceptible of improvement; but precisely what changes should be made, it is not easy to say.” As a result, substantial reform did not come during the Gilded Age. Those changes that came “were incremental rather than sweeping.”10

Life itself at the Military Academy reflected this parochialism. During the 1870’s and 1880’s the average cadet’s lot was a difficult one, not simply because of the strenuous military program but also because of a lack of diversion. There were few ways for a cadet to let off steam, to relax from the strain of day-to-day Academy life. There was little organized recreation and entertainment, and opportunities for individual relaxation were few. Cadets were almost forced to turn to illegal pranks.

A young man became part of the Academy by means of a Congressional appointment and by the successful completion of physical and academic examinations. The academic year began on September 1, but there was also camp the summer before where upper-classmen drilled the incoming plebes in military arts. This summer camp was a period of intense harassment. Some cadets were not able to arrive until late August and avoided this experience. They began their careers in September and were given the name Seps.11

New cadets or plebes arrived at the Academy armed with little more than their personal effects and a previously received circular of West Point rules and regulations. They were quickly given a thorough physical examination to check for any disqualifying defects and were weighed, measured, and asked if they smoked. Once over this hurdle, they were given an entrance examination in arithmetic, English grammar, descriptive geometry, and history. They were expected to be able to work with fractions, decimals, and proportions, to parse sentences, have a thorough knowledge of grammar, read with the “proper intonation and pauses,” and write correctly. They had to display a knowledge of American and world geography and be able to explain the “periods of discovery and settlement,” “rise and progress,” and “successive wars and political administrations” of the United States. Having passed these examinations and having survived “Beast Barracks” orientation, they became West Point cadets.12

The successful completion of the next four years was another matter. According to the West Point circular, the “essential qualifications” for graduation were “sound body and constitution, a fixed degree of preparation, good natural capacity, an aptitude for study, industrious habits, perseverance, an obedient and orderly disposition, and a correct moral deportment.”13 Some cadets did not possess a requisite amount of these qualities, and their West Point careers were terminated before four years were up. Most, however, graduated.

The method of instruction had changed little over the years. Cadets were placed according to their grades in small sections of approximately twelve men. Each subject had its separate phalanx of sections. The better students were in the first sections, the weaker ones in the lowest. Here they recited each day. The cadet simply went up to the desk, recited the problem assigned him, and was given a grade. The instructor did little more than listen and evaluate. He did practically no teaching per se. The emphasis in all classes was on memorization, with understanding a tangential bonus. Performance in these recitations and in the January and June comprehensive examinations determined a cadet’s academic standing.14

The perpetuation of the status quo resulted mainly from the sameness of the faculty. One need only look at the Army Register for any year during this period to see the inbreeding that went on. Almost without exception the faculty was composed of West Point graduates. The professors, all with long service at the Academy, often kept their best students on as assistant professors.15 This tended to discourage academic change, since anyone wanting an appointment could hardly be an innovator.

Cadet living quarters added to the pressure of life at the Academy. As in any military institution, emphasis was placed on cleanliness and orderliness. Cadets lived in two-man rooms, containing only essential furniture. To add an element of privacy, a divider ran partway down the center of the room. This plus the exterior walls of the room and curtains formed two alcoves, each containing one cadet bed. The rest of the room, the larger part, contained two tables and chairs, a washstand, slop bucket, clothes presses, and gun racks. A door, a window with curtains, heating pipes, a wooden floor, and a gaslight completed the picture. There were rules and regulations of the usual military type governing how a cadet’s clothes, books, and other personal effects were to be placed in his room and rules regulating the use and location of the furniture.16 “Everything in its place, and a place for everything.”

While in the classroom a cadet was under the direct command of the instructor. Outside the classroom he was part of a cadet company under the supervision of cadet officers and staff tactical officers. Over-all control of cadet non-academic life was in the hands of a commandant of cadets who was directly answerable to the Superintendent. Cadets walked tours of duty and punishment, stood guard either as cadet officers of the day or as guards, and performed all their other responsibilities. Their movements, while not on official duty, were closely monitored. There were places where they could and could not go and specific times when they might be permitted to do something which they were forbidden at another time. For example, on Sunday afternoons they were generally free, and their rooms were not subject to sudden inspection. At this time they had more freedom and could take walks, play games, read, or even sleep if they so desired. Regulations permitted them to leave their bed mattresses unfolded and gave them the chance to get some extra sleep.

There were also other periods during the week when a cadet had opportunity for relaxation. The problem was that there was so little to do. Sports were a favorite pastime, as was walking, especially to Flirtation Walk with a young lady. There were no cadet organizations worth speaking of except for the ineffective Dialectic Society. The traditional Hundredth Night celebration, commemorating the fact that there were only 100 days left to graduation and the end of the term, was a yearly interlude in the drabness. The celebration consisted mainly of jokes, songs, and plays, most of which poked fun at Academy life, officers, and teachers. The Class Rush, the custom of running to meet the returning furlough class, also served as a tension release. Officers always felt the Rush was undignified but were never able to prevent it.17

Faced with an austere military life, restriction to the Academy except during their furlough summer, and a paucity of recreational opportunity, cadets turned to more adventuresome outlets. Drinking was frowned on by West Point officials but was nonetheless a favorite source of release. The almost legendary Benny Havens’, a favorite gathering place for cadets of an earlier period, was gone by this time, but Philip Ryan’s tavern helped to fill the void. Many a cadet availed himself of Ryan’s services and not always according to regulations. Cadets would often go to Ryan’s, change into civilian clothes, and then go out for a night on the town, reversing the process before returning to the Academy.18

Another favorite diversion was the prank—a way of demonstrating bravado as well as of breaking the Academy monotony. In the 1850’s a cadet named John Schofield, who ironically in the late 1870’s was appointed Superintendent of West Point, was perhaps the leading prankster. In his memoirs he tells how one night after Taps when all lights were to be out, he and a group of other cadets became involved in a spirited discussion. With a blanket over the window preventing their detection, they began to discuss the possibility of going to New York City and coming back without being detected by any officers. One thing led to another, and soon Schofield found himself challenged to make the trip. He had no real desire to go to New York, but the wager and the challenge “overcame any scruple.” The following day he went to New York between the two compulsory roll calls. On the way down Benny Havens rowed him across the Hudson River to catch the train, and a ferryman got him back on his return. He arrived a few minutes before the evening parade, calmly walked across the plain in full view of the assembled officers and ladies, and appeared in ranks for roll call “as innocent as anybody.” The only bad part of the whole affair, as far as he was concerned, was his failure ever to collect the bet!19

Probably the most famous example of a cadet prank was the New Year’s Eve maneuver of 1879-1880. A number of members of the corps of cadets decided that the Military Academy should welcome in the new year with the proper style and flourish. They therefore smuggled various kinds of fireworks onto the plain and finally into the barracks, planning to shoot them off at the stroke of midnight. But first some obstacles had to be neutralized.

A cadet hop was scheduled for New Year’s Eve, but it would be over before midnight. However, the usual guard detail was to be mounted, and a cadet officer of the day would be on duty. The assigned cadet for the night in question was Cadet Captain George W. Goethals of later Panama Canal fame.

During Christmas week another first-classman, Hewitt by name, approached Goethals. In the course of commiserating with him because of Goethals’ New Year’s Eve guard duty, Hewitt added, “But the guardhouse is a nice place for the O.D. to sit and bone. Burn the gas and sit there and read, right up to midnight—if you want to, Goat.” Goethals, nicknamed Goat, asked no questions, and Hewitt offered no further explanation. The word spread among the conspirators that the cadet officer of the day had been had.

That night Goethals sat in the guardhouse and listened to the music coming from the hop. About eleven o’clock the music ended, cadets returned to their rooms, and Taps sounded. The plain was silent. Goethals heard a slight noise and looked up to see a cadet peering in at him. The cadet, whom Goethals knew, said nothing but quickly slinked away. Goethals now was certain something was up but did nothing.

As the clock struck midnight Goethals’ suspicions were verified. The quiet was overwhelmed by a tremendous series of explosions and noises. A yell went up from the barracks, “Yeh-eh-eh! Happy New Year!” Roman candles, fireworks of all sorts, and cannons lighted up the sky and filled the winter air with sound. Goethals and the now aroused tactical officer of the day ran in the direction of the pyrotechnics, only to find themselves under fire. They managed to make it to the barracks door but found it bolted and had to stand helplessly by while a cadet leaned out one of the windows and displayed his vocabulary of vulgarity. Frustration increased because the yelling cadet could not be identified. Like all the conspirators, he was wearing a mask made of torn sheets.

All the cadet officers were also locked in their rooms. The quickly ordered formation and subsequent investigation did not discover the culprits. What was perhaps the greatest prank in West Point history remained a mystery to all but the cadets.20

Pranks of the magnitude of the 1879-1880 New Year’s Eve affair were rare of course. A more common method of blowing off steam was “hazing.” Originally hazing had been confined almost completely to summer camp and had consisted mainly of practical jokes and pranks, but by the 1870’s and 1880’s it took on a more vicious form. It was now done throughout the year and consisted of humiliations, which at times approached physical and mental torture. Most of the time hazing was simply a form of harassment of plebes by upper-classmen or retaliation toward overzealous upper-classmen by the first-year men. Plebes might band together and, in the dead of the night, fall upon a particularly unmerciful upper-classman to repay his harassment with some of their own. Mostly, however, it was the “devilling” of plebes: making them brace, drink objectionable liquid, or perform equally unpleasant tasks such as countless deep knee bends.21

Hazing was a constant thorn in the side of West Point officials during the late nineteenth century. Several Congressional investigations were conducted, but no solution was found. The basic problem was that, while the Superintendent and Congress might want to eliminate the practice, the officers on duty, the alumni, and the cadets themselves did not really oppose it. William T. Sherman, as General of the Army, rescinded punishment for a number of cadets found guilty of hazing. Henry O. Flipper, West Point’s first black graduate, said he did not want to defend hazing but felt it was “indispensable” for the Academy. It would be impossible “to mould and polish the social amalgamation at West Point without it.” It was the best way, he said, for plebes to learn that regulations were there to be obeyed. Cadet Douglas MacArthur apparently felt the same way. While a cadet he was forced to do so many knee bends he lost control of his muscles and collapsed. Still he refused to speak out against hazing before a Congressional committee. Even the Academy Board of Visitors was ambivalent. In 1881, for example, their report called hazing “a vicious and unmanly practice” but also rationalized that it was “probably as old as the formation of colleges.”22

With such feelings there was little hope that the hazing system would ever be completely eliminated. It was one element of spice in the drab cadet fare and had become too much part of the mix to be removed easily. Hazing seemed to be as much a part of West Point as the Academy’s Hudson River Plain itself.

Another unpleasant part of West Point life was the practice of social ostracism. The strong morality of the day, reinforced by the class system at the isolated Academy, made the cadets harsh judges of their peers. If a cadet was considered to be ungentlemanly or cowardly or a believer in an idea that the Corps found repugnant, he was “cut.” No one would have anything to do with him except on official business. He would, in effect, cease to exist as far as the other cadets were concerned. He could go for weeks, months, perhaps even his entire West Point career without anyone speaking to him. Considering the loneliness and pressure of cadet life and the cadets’ need for friendship and an interchange of ideas both for social and academic reasons, this was a cruel punishment. It was a form of hazing, far worse than the physical variety.

Commonly, all plebes suffered ostracism until they were accepted as part of the Corps. Bad as this was, they at least had their fellow plebes to share the suffering. The man who was ostracized for some specific reason had no such mitigating factors; he was completely alone.

There are countless examples of ostracism, some involving names that later became famous. In the 1850’s General O. O. Howard was ostracized because his peers considered him an abolitionist, because he associated with “cut” cadets and made friends with and visited enlisted men; furthermore it was suspected that he joined the Bible class to influence the ethics professor. Upon the unofficial advice of a tactical officer he began to “knock some … [people] down,” and this pugnacious attitude slowly ended most of the ostracism by the time of his graduation. Just before the Civil War the military theoretician Emory Upton was ostracized because he announced he was an abolitionist. From that time on he was either avoided or insulted. This continued until a cadet made some remarks Upton found particularly offensive, and a fight ensued. After that, his situation improved, although he continued to experience some ostracism throughout his entire cadet days.23

One of the most tragic examples of social ostracism involved a cadet named Boyd, who, after Civil War service, had come to West Point in 1863. In 1865 some money was repeatedly stolen from a cadet company. The entire Corps, furious, appointed themselves amateur detectives to find the culprit. The investigation settled on Boyd. At parade one evening a sign labeled “Thief” was pinned to his back and he was drummed out of the Corps. After this humiliation the cadets en masse proceeded to beat him up. An official investigation produced no proof of guilt, but the cadets remained convinced Boyd was the culprit, and they ostracized him for the rest of his cadet and Army career. It was not until much later that the truth came out. Boyd had been framed by his roommate, the real culprit.24

A cadet never knew when he might be the next one to suffer the fate of being isolated by his peers. A chance remark, an indication of cowardice, or a host of other possibilities could place him on the outside. Most cadets, however, did not suffer slights; they were the slighters. In their conspiracy of silence they found some common purpose, a feeling of coming together. Though the target might suffer, those who were dishing out the punishment probably received some perverse satisfaction. Cadets who found the matter distasteful could do little. If they protested too loudly, they would soon find themselves on the receiving end. Ostracism was part and parcel of cadet life.

There was a group of cadets who were snubbed from the moment they stepped onto West Point property, even before any personal evaluation could be made of them. Black cadets were ostracized as a matter of course. Their color was considered reason enough for them to be “cut.” They lived their entire West Point careers in total isolation.

In the antebellum period there had been no blacks at West Point. The war, the emancipation of the slaves, and the new citizen status of black people caused a change. Very quickly the question came up: How and when was the first black man to be admitted? How would the cadets, particularly the Southerners, react to a black man among them? If blacks were indeed inferior, as many believed, could a black man make it through the Academy? No one had any easy answers. The obvious solution was to enroll a Negro and have him begin his course of study. Some naturally disagreed and suggested that the answer to the problem was simply to keep blacks out.

The leaders in the movement to enroll a black cadet were the radical Republicans. These Senators and Congressmen already viewed the Academy with suspicion because of the defection of cadets to the Confederacy. Though they were skeptical about West Point’s reaction to the admission of a black cadet, they were firm in believing that someone would have to break the barrier. They hoped all would go well once a black man was in. The country did not share their enthusiasm, but the Republicans saw it as a duty and as a political necessity.

It was felt at first that the initial black cadet would have to possess extraordinary qualities. Led by abolitionist general-politician Benjamin F. Butler and by the president of Oberlin College, a search for the superman needed to fill the job was begun. No one could be found to meet the qualifications. Nevertheless, Butler appointed a Charles S. Wilson of Massachusetts. But Wilson was found to be underage and never entered the Academy.

The first real appointments were made in a more routine manner, by Southern carpetbagger Congressmen. In 1870 the first two blacks appeared at West Point to take the long walk up from the train landing to the plain—Michael Howard of Mississippi and James Webster Smith of South Carolina. They were followed in the 1870’s and 1880’s by twenty others. Of these twenty-three blacks, only three graduated: Henry O. Flipper in 1877, John H. Alexander in 1887, and Charles Denton Young in 1889. The latter rose to colonel and had the distinction of being the highest-ranking black officer in World War I.25

Obviously, twenty-three is not a large number, considering the span of years in question and the number of blacks in the nation. West Point could not, however, be blamed for this small number. As one historian of West Point put it, the explanation was more probably found in “the social system of the nation, the poor educational facilities available, and the system of Congressional appointment.”26 He might have added that the nation’s indifference also played a part.

West Point was not responsible for the paucity of black cadets, but it was responsible for the hostile greeting they received when they arrived. Officially, officers and professors presented no opposition to the admission of black cadets, and, legally, they gave the black cadets their rights. But that was the extent of it. In no way did they attempt to prepare the institution for the friction that was inevitable, and in no way did they try to ensure that the new black cadets would be made part of Academy life. They secretly approved of the ostracism of blacks that was practiced by the Corps.

This can be seen most clearly in reading contemporary discussions of the problem, among them the writings by two of West Point’s most esteemed professors, Peter S. Michie and George L. Andrews. Michie in an 1880 North American Review article defended the cadet practice of ostracizing black cadets by attributing its origin to “the fact that, in any altercation, where a colored cadet was a party, punishment of the white cadet was more certain, more severe and speedy.” It was a fear of getting in trouble, Michie argued, that caused whites to stay away from blacks. This ostracism Michie asserted, “has nothing of hatred in it,” the evidence being the fact that no black cadet had ever been hazed. West Point was not, in any case, responsible for white feelings of repugnance; cadets brought them from home. It was not fair, considering West Point’s proud heritage, to accuse it of being responsible for something that was accepted practice throughout the country. In any case, the problem could be easily solved: “Let the authorities send here some young colored men who in ability are at least equal to the average white cadet, and possessed of manly qualities and no matter how dark be the color of the skin, they will settle the question here as it must be settled in the country at large, on the basis of human intelligence and human sympathy.”27

Professor Andrews came to the same conclusion, though his argument was even more revealing. He described the superior quality of the Military Academy, buttressing his description with quotes from several non-West Pointers. The treatment of black cadets, he said, was related to this general pattern of excellence. West Point was doing its duty toward blacks despite the inferior quality of the black candidates it was receiving. Considering the close relationship necessary between cadets, the poor quality of the blacks, and the anti-black feelings brought in from home by the white cadets, the resulting ostracism was not unexpected.

Furthermore, how could social acceptance of blacks be expected of West Point since it was not being practiced in the nation? The argument that black cadets did not want full social acceptance but merely wished to be treated with civility and not total exclusion, Professor Andrews felt, was fallacious. “Where should the line be drawn?” he asked. “If the colored race may claim as a right some part of social equality, on what principle may they be deprived of any part?” In any case, Academy authorities neither “interfered to prevent or hinder” social intercourse, nor did they enforce it. It was up to the cadets. Any white cadet was free to associate with a black cadet at any time. “If he honestly does so from principle, and his general conduct is consistent, he will command the respect of those who differ with him. But if his object be to make himself conspicuous and show his superiority to others—if his motive be vanity rather than principle—his comrades will be quick to perceive it, and he may expect what he so well merits.”28

The point seems obvious. Michie and Andrews saw nothing wrong in the ostracism of black cadets; if anything, they viewed the situation as natural and inevitable. Since they approved of the practice, they did not lift a finger to modify or eliminate it; nor did any other faculty member. Consequently ostracism of black cadets became standard operating procedure at West Point. Any incoming black cadet had this extra impediment to add to the normal cadet pressures. His chances for survival were even more limited than might ordinarily have been the case.

Black cadets reacted to the feelings and actions of their white colleagues in varying ways. James Webster Smith, one of the first blacks to enter the Academy, tried to meet the opposition head on. He failed but not without a battle that brought the Academy unwanted notoriety and increased in it the suspicion that blacks were being sent there as part of a political plan to undermine it.

On arriving at West Point, Smith and another black, Michael Howard, were quickly welcomed one midnight. They were baptized in their sleep with the contents of a slop bucket. Later they were involved in a pushing match at the bootblack shop, which, according to one account, resulted in both blacks attempting to make the incident appear more serious than it was. In any case, Howard failed the entrance examination and went home. Smith entered the Academy alone. His Academy career continued stormy. Every day seemed to bring some new problem. He became discouraged and wanted to quit, but his benefactor, a white Northern educator, encouraged him not to give up. Smith stayed on and continued using the lex taliones and gave an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. At one point he broke a water dipper over a white cadet’s head during an argument. For this he and his opponent in what came to be known as “the battle of the dipper” were given extra punishment tours. President Grant, however, stepped in and voided the punishment, saying it was too mild, but neither he nor the Secretary of War had the authority to increase it.

Later in his West Point career Smith was court-martialed for lying. He had been reported for “inattention in ranks,” but he insisted that what was really going on was that he was trying to keep another cadet from stepping on his toes. The other cadets denied this; and so Smith was court-martialed for lying and sentenced to dismissal. Again President Grant stepped in and had the charge changed to a year’s suspension.

West Pointers were now convinced that Smith would be saved by the politicians no matter what he did. They hated Negroes and politicians anyway. Smith’s belligerent attitude, his loud and constant demands for his rights both at the Academy and in the outside press, and his apparent political influence made him intensely hated. Professor Andrews called him “malicious, vindictive, and untruthful.” He was ostracized not only because he was black but also because his attitude was disliked. A white cadet of similar personality, Professor Andrews said, would have been not only ostracized but physically ill-treated. One wonders, however, if any white cadet had ever been called upon to fight the enormous odds Smith faced. All of his troubles were the result of race. As one author put it, he was “separated from the corps by a wall of prejudice.” He may be criticized for some of his actions, but then so must West Point.

The upshot of the whole matter was that Smith returned from his suspension and took up his West Point career but never graduated. He was dismissed for academic reasons before he received his commission, though he had spent four years at the Academy. He went on to become commandant of cadets at the all-black South Carolina Agricultural Institute at Orangeburg until his death in 1876.29

During Smith’s later years another black cadet entered West Point, a young Georgian who would become the first black graduate of the Academy. Henry Ossian Flipper came to West Point in 1873 at a time when Smith’s difficulties were rather well known. Flipper, who never had much respect for the peripatetic Smith, was a completely different personality. Rather than appeal to newspapers or politicians or belligerently fight for his rights, Flipper apparently fought his ostracism and the surrounding hostility with quiet strength and determination. He stood up for his official rights but did not try to intrude in other matters. He had the amazing internal fortitude to be able to withstand four years of isolation and insults and he graduated in 1877.30

Upon his graduation Flipper published a book about his life at the Academy, graphically describing the terribly difficult life of the black cadet and viewing ostracism through the eyes of the victim. Flipper told how hard his life was and how discouraged he became at times. He had no one to talk to, male or female. Friends from the outside were able to visit him only during favorable weather, but during the long winter he was completely alone except for a few black workers at the Academy. Holidays were particularly difficult. On these occasions when other cadets were skating, rowing, or simply visiting, he had nowhere to go. He could either walk around the grounds alone or stay in his room. On these occasions, with the barracks empty, he would become “so lonely and melancholy,” he “wouldn’t know what to do.”

Even during class days no one had anything but official conversation with him. What’s more, the cadets veritably tripped over themselves to avoid him even on these occasions. During his third year, when he had the right to fall in the front rank at formation, he was asked “to instead fall in on the right of the rear rank, to keep down trouble, and to avoid any show of presumption or forwardness.” This he did. One person still had to stand next to him, however. Therefore a roster of plebes was kept, and each week a different first-year man was detailed to stand next to him. To make matters worse, absolutely no effort was made to conceal this plan from him.

Another pressure Flipper and all black cadets faced came from the fact that they were a constant source of curiosity. No matter where they went, people stared at them and whispered behind their backs. Flipper tells how he and Smith once took two young ladies for a stroll on Flirtation Walk. They had found some seats and were enjoying their conversation when they noticed cadets and picnickers passing by and staring. Flipper said it looked as though the four blacks were “the greatest natural wonder in existence.” Another time while on a solitary walk he was noticed by a young girl who excitedly exclaimed to all around her, “The colored cadet! The colored cadet! I’m going to tell mama I’ve seen the colored cadet.”

All these occurrences were nuisances and insulting, but the only time Flipper really became upset was during the annual examination. He would take the floor to begin his recitation and hear and see the whispering and surprise among the lady visitors observing the ceremony. “All this tended to confuse” him, he wrote, and “it was only by determined effort” that he was able to maintain “any degree of coolness.”

Flipper’s book is replete with examples of turning the other cheek. At times his usual ability to look at the bright side of everything is broken and he expresses bitterness at his isolation, but the bitterness is quickly replaced with a characteristically conciliatory statement. Flipper points out that he really did not know how the cadets felt about him; he did not have enough contact with them to have an accurate idea. In rare nighttime conversations with white cadets he gained some notion that his total ostracism was more the result of white fear of being treated similarly than of universal hatred.

Despite Academy disclaimers, Flipper felt that his isolation was organized. It was not simply the result of prejudices brought in from the outside. Certain elements among the cadets, “from the very lowest classes,” “uncouth and rough in appearance,” with “only a rudimentary education,” “little or no knowledge of courtesy,” as Flipper described them, “ruled the corps by fear.” Flipper consoled himself with the belief that some cadets would have befriended him had they had the chance. When he had first come to the Academy, the plebes had not snubbed him. His ostracism came at a later time. The few furtive conversations with white cadets showed they were willing to talk with him as long as no one else knew about it. One even borrowed a book but then mutilated it to prevent anyone else from recognizing it as Flipper’s.31

And there would seem to be little reason to question Flipper’s conclusion that his ostracism was indeed a conspiracy. A white cadet who might feel inclined to befriend a black was kept from doing so by fear of repercussions. One wonders, then, what the situation might have been if West Point officials had simply let it be known that ostracism would not be tolerated. Had they viewed black entrance into the Academy with favor and acted accordingly, there seems little reason not to believe that the impressionable young men under them would have followed suit.

Perhaps this is asking too much. Perhaps West Point was too much a reflection of American society to be able to do this. American society was not opening itself to black people, and the Academy simply followed suit. Whether from fear of subversion or as a reflection of society’s aversion to the black race, West Point did not react with honor to the introduction of blacks into her midst. The life of the black cadet was a hard one, requiring almost herculean qualities. Only the truly superior had any hope of graduation.
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FROM SLAVE TO CADET
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AUGUST 23, 1858, dawned on the Camden, South Carolina, plantation of the senior James Chesnut. The massive house of twelve bedrooms was abustle with activity in preparation for breakfast at 7:00 A.M. The house slaves scurried about cooking, cleaning, and polishing, while the field hands had already begun their long day in the sun. It was the start of another hot August day at “Mulberry.”1 This day, however, was to be different in one respect. Maria J. Whitaker, a house slave, the wife of freedman James Whitaker and the mother of eleven-month-old Edward, gave birth to twin sons, Johnson and Alex.2

Johnson Chesnut Whittaker (in later years he spelled his name with two t’s) was born into slavery bearing the names of three of the most important white families in the Camden area—the Johnsons, the Chesnuts, and the Whitakers. Colonel James Chesnut, his owner, had long played a leading role in the history of South Carolina. James Jr., before the war, was a United States Senator and later a Confederate general and aide to Jefferson Davis. He played an important part in the Confederate war effort. But it was daughter-in-law, Mary Boykin, the wife of the younger Chesnut, who was to give the family its truest historical significance. Her famous Diary from Dixie brilliantly chronicled the life of the Confederacy3 and unknowingly also chronicled the lives of Maria and her children.

Upon her arrival at Mulberry in 1861, Mary Chesnut was immediately attended by her father-in-law’s servants, including Maria Whitaker. The slave and the master’s daughter-in-law had known each other from previous visits, so the conversation came easily. Mrs. Chesnut, watching Maria’s face in her mirror as the slave stood brushing her hair, saw Maria’s eyes filling with tears. Thinking that all the war talk had frightened the servant, Mary Chesnut tried to comfort her. “Now listen, let the war end either way and you will be free. We will have to free you before we get out of this thing.” Maria waved this off, saying that, while the young master might feel that way, the older Chesnut had no such thoughts. In any case this was not the cause of her sorrow.

“Now, Miss Mary, you see me married to Jeems Whitaker yourself. I was a good and faithful wife to him, and we were comfortable everyway, good house, everything. He had no cause of complaint. But he has left me.” Mary Chesnut, surprised, asked why. “Because I had twins,” Maria answered. “He says they are not his, because nobody named Whitaker ever had twins.” Bespeaking the slave-owner’s mentality, Mary Chesnut tried to console her slave materially. “Come now, Maria! Never mind, your old Missis and Marster are so good to you. Now let us look up something for the twins.” Musing further in her diary, Mary Chesnut wrote that Maria “deserved a better fate in her honest matrimonial attempt” because she was “one of the good colored women.” But she did have “a trying temper.” Apparently “Jeems was tried, and he failed to stand the trial.” In November 1861 he was still adamant, and there is no record of his ever looking after his family.4

OEBPS/images/img01_001.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
ASSAULT AT
WEST POINT
“The Court-Martial of

Johnson Whittaker

JOHN E MARSZALEK







OEBPS/images/9780020345152.png
ASSAULT AT
WEST POINT

The Court-Martial of
Johnson Whittaker

R (=) —

JOHN E MARSZALEK







