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INTRODUCTION
GATEWAYS TO THE SOUTH


AS TIME MOVES OVER the selvage of the millennium, America’s South has had a life of some four centuries, and from the face of things—shining new cities, corporate fields, new social attitudes—the outside world may be thinking that the South is at last in the process of losing its identity as modernity imposes its will. Is the old sustaining, harrowing mythology about to give up the ghost?

The South has been such a stout entity in the world’s imagination that any consideration of things “Southern” must begin with the question “What is the true nature of the South and does that nature still have a palpable existence?” To say that the South no longer exists would be to deny a cultural phenomenon that has been building up for twenty generations, and an influence that reaches now beyond the vague boundaries of the South into a good many parts of the American scene: transplanted Southerners still speak with syrupy drawls and practice Southern ways in parts of Delaware and Maryland; in the border regions of Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, and Missouri; in the projects of most major cities; and even as far away as Brazil, where thousands of descendants of Civil War refugees still hold on to their Southern allegiance (even though they speak hardly a word of English). Therefore, telling people in Dixie today that there is no South would be tantamount to having them believe they don’t love their mothers or indeed don’t have mothers to love.

In understanding the South, it would be well to remember that Gone With the Wind is no more relevant than Birth of a Nation or Cool Hand Luke. In the same vein, the works of William Faulkner are no more relevant than those of Shelby Foote or James Dickey. Each face of the South provides no more than a random piece of the jigsaw puzzle that is the South.

As travelers pass through any one of the many gateways into the South, they begin to encounter a flood of thoughts, ideas, passions, peculiarities, angles, emotions, all streaming from the Southern consciousness in no particular order. It’s as if a magic dust has been thrown into their eyes, obscuring the true character of the Southern psyche. They are bombarded with themes that live in the same shadow of a blessed or blighted lineage. Their senses are flayed by the reverence for loyalty, by the power of evangelical hokum, by the irony of the white man’s world still holding on in a world ever more populated by people of color, by the ever-waving banner of Southern pride. They won’t have traveled far at all into the South before they discover firsthand that definitions here are hard to come by.

With the modern world’s tendency to label, it may be that the real voice of the South is that of the singer. After all of the historians, sociologists, and ethnologists have had their say, perhaps the final sayso comes from arguably the South’s finest muse, Thomas Wolfe, who, like many another distinct voice of the South, drew his inspiration from the old songs and anthems of the common folk that best reveal the nature of the land and its people: “… We seek the great forgotten language, the lost lane-end into heaven, a stone, a leaf, an unfound door. Where? When? O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again.” The songs coming to the ears of those who travel through the gateways into the South form a bond, a linkage between the traveler and the South, its history, its people, its dreams. For the South is a concatenation of the souls of men and the land.

The first bonding was the most violent, the collision of continents some 600 million years ago when the present-day South was ocean floor. Not yet formed, the boundaries of the Deep South, of Virginia and the Carolinas, lay mired in troughs of mud and sand and fishy mass thousands of leagues deep. Florida was as sunken as Atlantis, as were Alabama and Georgia and even Tennessee. But nature was about to metamorphose up the Piedmont, the Blue Ridge, the Ozarks, the coasts, the Gulf, and dry out the Great Smokies, the Cumberlands, and the Appalachians, leaving the marshy Tidewater and letting nascent rivers fall down through borning plateaus to push out embayments with the richest soil on earth. The frangible linkage of the South had commenced, but the concatenation would have to wait longer, until European civilization had pushed its precincts into the primitive tropical zones of America.

The gateways to the South today are as metaphoric as they are geographic, for the South was born of myth. This myth is embodied within the illusions of Sir Walter Scott, D. W. Griffith, and Margaret Mitchell, entrenched in the enigmatic and complex panorama of the modern South. One might compare the character of the South to random pointillism in a full array of prime colors and subliminal hues. Put it all on an outsized canvas and the resulting picture will give rise to as many interpretations of the South as there are beholders. No other region of America can be seen in such a way; it’s what makes the South not exactly a nation within a nation but the closest thing to it.

Not just one mind of the South exists, but many, each with a distinct lyricism that creates a seemingly unconnected cacophony—a harsh, blaring racket that can delight or frighten or horrify. The heartbeat of the South, that blaring racket, determines the pace of social patterns, standards, thoughts, and relationships. In his classic book, The Mind of the South, published more than fifty years ago, W. J. Cash recognized that there were many Souths contained within the one. Cash captured the essence of the heartbeat—the paradox between the legend and the reality of the South’s cultural fabric. Cash’s brilliance in explaining this paradox came in his analysis of the Old South and the continuity between the old and the new. Cash’s delineation of the Old South was based upon three historic legends:


	the existence of an aristocratic, Cavalier-spawned Southern gentry;

	the idea that slavery was inherently beneficial to the black race;

	the belief that the “Cause” espoused by the Confederacy was a just one.



By far W. J. Cash’s greatest contribution to historiography and belles lettres was his concept of the Savage Ideal. As defined by Cash, the Savage Ideal was (and is) dogged resistance to change of any stripe, plus the sanguine determination to fight all challenges to the existing order. The Ideal had its beginnings in white supremacy, demagoguery, and the off-center mentality of intolerance and racial hatred. It is a seemingly immutable theme, and as long as its roots exist in Southern soil, the South will exist.

Now half a century after Cash’s landmark study, the question of the South’s true nature remains. It is the purpose of this work to look at the South since Cash’s day and to hear anew the conflicting lyricism rising from the South’s class structure, psyche, and economy—to listen once more for the brazen racket of the Savage Ideal.

WE must all judge for ourselves whether the most recent “New South” is anything more than a mask. One has but to peel it from the collective face to see:


black farmers going it alone on the desolate Mississippi delta, fighting the odds against corporate agri-giants to put some brothers back on the soil;

gentle charity from feeling people feeding the homeless of all races in mission houses and shelters and storefront churches;

the KKK opening its new international headquarters in a doublewide trailer while skinheads and neo-Klanners try to rewrite the civil rights movement with white supremacists the winners this time;

a new breed of environmental watchdogs, late in arriving but coming now head-on at the spoilers with no quarter being asked and none given;

smug, anachronistic, two-faced towns of the old Deep South, once colorful and possessed of some character but now reduced to the seduction of Fortune 500 barons to keep these new whiteflight capitals alive;

Indian tribes begging the government for some new lands and just a few houses for the homeless exiles of the forgotten Trail of Tears;

present-generation mega-heroes—rock stars, athletes, movie idols—rising from relative deprivation to the heights and leaving behind pity, compassion, and empathy;

new artists, writers, poets, and singers carrying on the traditions of not so much uplifting the soul as giving fresh voice to celebrate the light and spirit of life.



And the Great Speckled Bird of the Southlands (from the hymn by Roy Acuff ). How it came to be or why is a question beyond answer, but the Great Speckled Bird, an aberrant symbol of the South, spreads its wings and circles like a carrion fowl, screeching out its discordant hymn. Though Christianity was born with Paul of Tarsus, for God-fearing Southerners it was truly born in the Great Awakening and reborn in the Great Depression. Then it was that the Great Speckled Bird hatched a passel of orphans: the splinter-berserkershaker-snakehandler-self-whipping-hairshirt-tortured-acid-drinkingorgiastic-lunatic fringe of evangelicals on the Southern religious stage. When all’s said, they are show people, snake-oil artists, God barkers, and Jesus hogs who’ll sell you perpetual bonds in their savior’s church, hawking prayer rags to be applied to the most afflicted parts of the body to cure cancer or diabetes, or blindness, or deafness, or even stomach ulcers, hemorrhoids, halitosis, and if you have them, rabies and leprosy, although these critical maladies require an extra bottle of genuine, double-rectified, Praise Jesus Jordan Water. Their church names reek with the holiness of the Pentateuch and the New Testament—from the Free Will Baptist and Church of God to the Four Square Tabernacle and the Church of God’s Shield—all distillations from misreadings and ill-readings and no readings at all of the Scriptures. In these latter days they have bred even more down-and-dirty outlaw redneck tabernacles of Our Sweet Jesus’ Blood scattered throughout the pitiful poverty burdens of the Southlands.

Myth, reality, and consanguinity are the three poles of the trinity holding up the South. Each of the three or any combination can provide a gateway into the South, though the traveler must tote along some thematic baggage beneath the gateway arches. Still, the South was born of myth. From the first moment settlers struck the pestilential coast that would be Virginia, the South was destined to be marked as an enchanted land. Those bold, ambitious, foolish colonists invented the myth: they portrayed the diseased land as “a delicious country” and the dreaded natives as “noble and angelic.”

Thus it began, a confounding struggle between illusion and reality.



PART ONE
“STONES CUT BY SAXON, BRICKS MADE BY ROMAN HANDS”








ANCIEN RÉGIME
Tidewater Virginia … Walter Raleigh and Jamestown … Nat Turner’s Rebellion … The Cotton Kingdom … Maryland and the Chesapeake


THEY WERE ENGLISH, WELSH, and Irish. They came in tall ships on their passage to Paspahegh, the ancestral land of Powhatan and his brother, Opechancanough. How sweet and civil in name were these tiny vessels, the Sarah Constant, the Godspeed, the Discovery. Alas, these namesakes would prove to be the first of the South’s many ironies. The passengers suffered miserably during the mean passage over. Some died along the way, more would die in the first days of 1607, most within the first year. More afraid of the dreaded Spanish enemy than any alien shore, they sneaked up a diseased river, the James, and hid. They tied the ships to trees along the malarial marsh to plant their doomed colony. It had its problems but it did survive.

Jamestown was successful, heralded as the first permanent English settlement in North America. From the first, like their conquistador cousins, the English were searching for gold, great chunks of it, just like the Spaniards had found in Mexico and Peru only a half century before.

If any European nation had a first claim to the lands called the South, it surely would be Spain. To sixteenth-century Spaniards, the lands now known as the United States east of the Mississippi River were called Florida, and there was no lack of suitably avaricious, ruthless discoverers to take possession. In Irish legend the mythical lands of the West that would become the Florida Sunbelt were called Brasil, and Alvar Nú ñez Cabeza de Vaca in 1528 was the first to make landfall and to crudely survey the jungles of the South (strong legend holds that Irish monks sailing in leather boats visited these shores as far back as the ninth century).

De Vaca and his boss, Panfilo de Narvaez, were following the fictive dreams of Juan Ponce de Leon, who began searching for the fabled Fountain of Youth in 1513. The first myth of the South, then, had been borne by this erstwhile governor of Bimini. De Leon’s every attempt at exploration, discovery, and life everlasting was met by sound defeat at the hands of the Indians. De Leon died with an arrow in his throat and no magical drink of water could resurrect him. De Vaca didn’t find anything but hard times in Florida, but his storytelling convinced Hernando de Soto to launch his famous expedition in 1539, beginning at Tampa Bay. This trek through nearly all of today’s Southlands met with abject failure—after slaughtering thousands of Indians, de Soto wound up stuffed in a hollow log and buried in the Mississippi River to become food for the catfish.

Even with such initial failures, the South would become a comeye-all cornucopia, a magnet to draw dreamers and schemers from every city, village, and hamlet in Western Europe. French Huguenots, running as far away from their sinister nemesis, Cardinal Richelieu, as their knowledge of the planet allowed, tried their hand in the Carolinas in 1562 with meager little colonies around Port Royal, Fort Caroline, and Parris Island (now one of two training bases of the U.S. Marine Corps, the other being Camp Pendleton, in America’s other mythic paradise, California). By the summer of 1565 these French Protestants were starving to death, trying to survive on dewberries and palm roots. Almost mercifully, they were massacred by the Catholic forces of the Spaniard, Pedro Menendez de Aviles, who further gets the credit for founding the oldest permanent city in the United States, lovely St. Augustine. It may have been the oldest but it was sacked so many times that its age is difficult to tell. Freebooter, privateer, and purveyor of fine slaves, Britisher John Hawkins sailed up one day and burned wretched little St. Augustine to the ground before it ever reached its infancy.

Cap’n Hawkins made three triangular voyages to the New World in his flagship, the Jesus of Lubec. Hawkins’s pathway was from England to Africa (where he stormed native villages and kidnapped hundreds of slaves); from Africa to the Spanish West Indies (where at gunpoint he forced the Spaniards to buy the slaves); and from the Indies back to England (where along the way he raided Spanish bullion ships). Hawkins captured so much silver he didn’t have enough room on the Jesus to store it all. For all of his efforts John Hawkins was knighted by Queen Elizabeth I.

The first real British touch in America took place in 1587 at Roanoke Island, a desolate stretch of sand and rock and salt flats off the coast of what is now North Carolina. The first tangible wealth shipped back to England was the humble potato and a curious plant called sotweed. As far as its British ancestry is concerned, the South began as a martyred cause, symbolized by the death of an infant girlchild named Virginia Dare, America’s firstborn.

The entire of the ill-founded, abandoned Roanoke venture disappeared from the face of the earth within two years. No one knows just what horrors these folks endured; they were mostly White Chapel gutter trash that Sir Walter Raleigh (standard Irish spelling Raleagh) had duped into sailing toward what they had been told would be a paradise. Their Christian names were typical for the era: John, Thomas, James, Henry, Ananias, Dyonis, Wenefrid, Audry, Agnes, Rose, Elyoner, Emme. Ananias and Elyoner were the parents of Virginia Dare. Dyonis was the father of Harvie, the second infant born in America. The mother’s name is not known; the records only show boychild Harvie, his father’s last name.

The lost Roanoke Colony comprised ninety-one men, seventeen women, nine children, two infants known to have been born in America, and two Indian natives who had been kidnapped to England in 1585 and brought back as guides and translators. No viable solution to the mysterious fate of the lost colony has ever been enunciated, though historians generally agree, despite any real evidence, that they were massacred by savage Indians. It seems far more likely that Roanoke was rubbed out by the Spanish. The colony was terribly exposed out on the North Carolina coastline and susceptible to almost every danger. And just as they tracked down and wiped out the Huguenots in the Carolinas, the Spanish would have delighted in ferreting out these English heretics. In fact, the Spaniards in the New World were under orders to do just that. It was, after all, the Age of the Inquisition and Spain was deadly serious about it.

•  •  •

BUT for a hurricane in the middle Atlantic in 1583, the trust and power and vision of one man might have defied the troubled destiny of the English colonialization of America and the South. This man’s name was Humphrey Gilbert, and he, more than any other man of the age, had the right stuff for the New World. History, however, accords him but an obscure footnote.

Knighted for services to the Crown, Gilbert was an anomaly for an English gentleman of the sixteenth century. Although he was a successful soldier and the half-brother of Raleigh, Sir Humphrey had been educated at Eton and Oxford, and while other “gentlemen” were drinking and whoring, Gilbert studied. He could read and write, while most of his compeers couldn’t. He had a superb grasp of his rapidly changing world; his Discourse of a Discoverie for a New Passage to Cathay was the first learned treatise on the outside world published in Britain. Unlike his more regaled brother, Gilbert had the personal courage to lead an expedition not predicated on instant profit or even escape from religious persecution. Sir Humphrey’s aim was permanent empire. He was a man seemingly meant for the South, a Cavalier who dared brave the dangers of the New World.

Gilbert’s plan for America was deceptively simple. He would first sail to the rich fishing grounds of Newfoundland and load up his five ships with vittles (dried cod and the sweet, fleshy bird known as the great auk, now extinct), enough to keep his expedition self-sufficient in the New World. Strangely, this common-sense approach to food supply had never been tried by any of the explorers before (nor was it adopted by the Jamestown or Plymouth colonies). Gilbert didn’t waste his tonnage on iron and brass cannons; none of his five vessels were warships. Sir Humphrey came forth to settle and build, not to conquer and loot.

After loading his supplies in Newfoundland, he sailed for Virginia, choosing the smallest ship of his fleet as his flagship, the ten-ton Squirrel. He chose the smallest ship because it was “most convenient to discover upon the coast.” He wanted to see firsthand for himself, and he led from the front.

Almost as soon as they lost sight of the Newfoundland shores the ships sailed into a turbulent summer storm that grew in intensity as the fleet drew farther into the middle Atlantic. The seas tossed and battered Gilbert’s ships for days, and many of his sailors were lost to the crashing waves. Finally two of his vessels abandoned him, and only the Golden Hind kept faith with her admiral as the storm magnified itself into a hurricane.

At last the Hind somehow drew alongside the Squirrel, close enough to call out to Gilbert. The crew of the Hind saw him “sitting abaft with a book in his hand,” seemingly impervious to the danger. They pleaded with Gilbert to save himself by transferring to the larger and safer ship. Sir Humphrey’s response was that of a truly heroic Renaissance man:

“We are as near to heaven by sea as by land.”

His little ship went down with all hands. And with it went Gilbert’s dream and perhaps the better hope for the New World. Had he and his expedition survived and made landfall in Virginia, what would have happened? Of course it is speculative, but Gilbert was a different man from his half-brother Raleigh, and it is very unlikely that Sir Humphrey would have skulked up the James River like a pirate to hide from the Spanish. Gilbert would not have chosen Jamestown at all; he would have discovered the long, broad Chesapeake Bay where a clean, safe harbor offered every opportunity for colonization. With Gilbert’s death, the seminal English colonies in the Americas were hardly equipped for even rudimentary survival.

No food, no skilled artisans, but plenty of guns. James Cittie was the first settlement, named after King James I. The ground on which it was built was called Paspahegh by the local Indians; it was founded in April of 1607 by slightly more than one hundred colonists. By far the greater number of these settlers were bond servants, men whose personal or family debts in England caused them to be sold into indentured servitude and transported thousands of miles across an uncharted ocean where they were to live in penury and misery.

The Jamestown leaders, the supposed “persons of quality,” were incapable of planning or leading the colony set down by soldier of fortune Captain John Smith. These “persons” were the supposed Virginia Cavaliers of Southern mythology. In The Mind of the South, Cash popped this bubble with a derisive jab at the whole notion that Prince Rupert’s Cavalier army even came close to the shores of Virginia, let alone anywhere else in America. But myths die hard in the South, and the whole world subscribes to the aristocratic bearing of some Southerners. As late as 1992 the noted Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan declared that the South’s habitual violence is an “inherited ancestral trait from quick-tempered Cavaliers.”

This Michigan perception and scholarly conclusion is, alas, based on myth. More credence has been given to propaganda than to reality. There is, indeed, a propensity to violence in the South, different from any other part of the country, but it didn’t come from invisible Cavaliers any more than it came from starving bond boys. It came from the “quality folk” who were the leavings of English primogeniture laws—third and fourth and fifth sons of an emerging English middle class who, since they couldn’t inherit, had been forced to sally forth to make their fortunes in the New World. But the “quality” refused to work; they expected to be handed their food just like back at home. So here was the origin of the Savage Ideal in the South, the obstinate refusal to accept change or to adapt to new social circumstance. The so-called Cavaliers imported the crusty English social structure and they’d be damned if they were going to change it.

Of all those who claimed leadership at Jamestown, only John Smith made any pretense at fulfilling the role. His efforts were thwarted because the quality folk just wouldn’t have it; they couldn’t lead and refused to follow anyone who could. They rejected Smith because he suggested that they should break a sweat and hoe some peas and beans or at least help construct the shelters rather than tearing them down for firewood. In his later journal Smith dismissed the whole Jamestown lot with “They would rather starve than work.” They believed, said Smith, that commodities grew “only for us to take at our pleasure.”

Internecine bickering became so heavy that after only two years Smith was forced to leave the failing colony. He returned to England to become the chief propagandist for the Virginia Company in London. In a very real sense he became America’s first spin doctor, a veritable child of calamity who could tell a yarn so convincingly that he would become the prototype Southern writer. Witness his descriptions of wretched Virginia as having “rich soil, balmy climate, lakes and rivers full of fish, huge timbers for lumber, ample game for hunting.”

After its first two years the Jamestown colony was hanging on by its ragged fingernails. The Virginia Company sent out a troubleshooter, Sir Thomas Gates, as lieutenant governor of the colony. Sir Thomas arrived at Jamestown in May of 1609 and was frankly appalled at what he saw: “The palisades torn down, the ports open, the gates from off the hinges, and empty houses rent up and burnt rather than the dwellers would step into the woods a stone’s cast from them, to fetch firewood …” Gates gave up on the colony. He loaded the few survivors on his ship and sailed down the James River in June, intending to join the fishing fleets off Newfoundland to beg enough food to get them back to England.

Before Gates and his ragtag squad of deserters could get out of Chesapeake Bay they were overtaken by the newly arrived governor, Lord De La Warr. The good lord persuaded the wan deserters, no doubt at gunpoint, to go back up the vermin-infested James to resettle the town. The Virginia Company was soon to become unraveled, and not even the harsh governance of De La Warr or his successors could make Jamestown profitable. In 1624 the Crown took over the colony; the most immediate impact was to bring waves of willing settlers to Virginia in the hopes of success with a new crop called tobacco.

The tobacco that the world would come to know did not grow in the Virginia of the Jamestown colony. There was a native strain of the aforementioned sotweed, but it was odious to the European palate. The money crop developed by John Rolfe, the world’s first tobacco baron, came from seeds imported from the Summer Isles. The new strain was so prolific that within a planting season the South had found its one-crop mentality. All of a sudden everyone was planting Bahamian tobacco. The streets of Jamestown were plowed under and sown with this new avenue to riches. The growing of tobacco was so successful that by 1629 the Crown imposed a poll tax not of money but of tobacco. This was the first tax in the South and would have an effect so far-reaching that it would actually define the South’s identity: it would strongly touch the South’s class structure, its economy, and its psychological makeup, and would be the causal force of the Savage Ideal. This poll tax distorted the social institutions of the South until the 1960s.

Since the medium of tax collection was measured in cured tobacco, the farmers—whether they owned twenty acres or twenty thousand—were institutionally forced to plant all or most of their land in tobacco. The pernicious nature of this reality meant that the relatively poor man couldn’t grow food crops but had to trade what tobacco he had left after taxes to the proto-grandee plantation owner who could afford to plant some of his acres in food crops. This inequality simply reinforced the planter plutocracy that substituted for aristocracy in the South; it established the guidelines for the Southern class structure. Ironically the South expanded as more and more people moved deeper into the interior to escape the tax man.

Obscured by the passage of time comes a plea from the wilderness. In a letter home from a young bond boy named Richard Frethorne at Martin’s Hundred Plantation ten miles downstream from Jamestown, the one believable voice bespeaking the true nature of the land and of the hardships suffered echoes through time from the spring of 1623:


Loving and kind father and mother: I have nothing to comfort me, nor there is nothing to be gotten here but sickness and death … a mouthful of bread must serve for four men, which is most pitiful … people cry out day and night. Do not forget me but have mercy and pity my miserable case. If you love me as your child, release me from the bondage and save my life.



Of all those who died by the tens of thousands, Richard Frethorne’s is the only voice heard today, and even he was forgotten and died a nameless, useless death like almost all of the bond servants. The white feudal lords would wreak a terrible vengeance, sacrificing their own poor and demanding death-for-death from the native tribes. Of these Tidewater Indians—the Chickahominies, the Occaneechees, the Ozinies, the Pamunkes, the Paspaheghs—none survived. They, too, died in the tens of thousands, from bullets, slavery, smallpox, cholera, typhus, measles, and chicken pox. In another of the ironies of the fledgling South, one of the first native products returned to Europe for profit was sassafras, a common root of Virginia that was hawked as a sovereign cure for the king’s pox.

In August of 1619 a Dutch captain named Uwe Jope sailed his trading vessel to Point Comfort, a few miles downriver from Jamestown. Captain Jope unloaded “twenty and odd Negroes,” exchanging them rather offhandedly for fresh water and a handful of provisions. This humble barter was the first act of the “peculiar institution” in America. So in the first few years of the South black slaves began working side by side with frail white bond boys. It wouldn’t be long before the only hands working the fields were black ones.

FOR a while it looked as though James Cittie would become the London of the new Southern world. It was renamed Jamestown and became the capital; brick houses were built, a legislative assembly (of dubious worth) was established, and thousands of new settlers arrived through its port. Despite the fact that three out of four of the settlers died within one year of their arrival, by 1676 the population of Virginia had reached fifteen thousand hardy souls. And it was this seminal year that could have changed the face of the South yet again.

The Virginia frontier was in turmoil. The royal government that had been in office for half a century paid no attention to the needs of the common people. The only interest of the Crown and its governor was in gathering taxes and cheating people out of what little was left over. The colonists were not only subject to daily Indian attacks but were poor and unclothed, their only posterity a shallow grave and a naked burial (cloth was so scarce that the bodies of the dead were stripped of clothing to supply the needs of the living). The people knew the governor, Sir William Berkeley, and his cabal of advisers to be greedy, callous, and incompetent.

Under the leadership of Nathaniel Bacon, Jr., an English gentleman, the common people of Virginia rose up in revolt. Bacon had arrived in 1674, and because of his background (he was a landowner and had attended Cambridge) he was immediately admitted to the Virginia Council of State. He was shocked at the deplorable conditions of daily life on the frontier and was sympathetic to the complaints against the obviously corrupt governor. Under Bacon’s name, what amounted to the first credo of the rights of the common man was published in Jamestown in August 1676. The Manifesto Concerning the Present Troubles in Virginia and The Declaration of the People brought into stark light the just complaints of the settlers against the “wicked and pernicious counsellors, aides, and assisters against the commonalty in these our cruel commotions … for having abused and rendered contemptible the Majesty of Justice, and of advancing to places of judicature scandalous and ignorant favorites.”

Clearly something tragic and strange and maybe even wonderful was going on in Virginia. Conditions in England were not one bit better for the common man, but it was in the New World and the South that the protest was sounded. Try it in England and you’d be hung from the gibbet before you could grab your codpiece. More remarkably, here was the beginning of the Southerner’s outlaw-individualism. One hundred years before Ben Franklin set loose archpropagandist Thomas Paine on the hated British, Nathaniel Bacon chose Oxfordeducated and fellow Virginian Richard Lawrence to write these two original documents of American democratic protest.

In the end Bacon’s uprising and Lawrence’s rebellion only solidified the entrenched power structure governing the South. Bacon and his followers burned Jamestown to the ground, signaling the decline and death some twenty years later of America’s first town. Bacon himself died of cholera, known as the bloody flux. About twenty of Bacon’s followers were executed by a vengeful Governor Berkeley. Lawrence escaped hanging but lived the rest of his life as a hunted man in the Southern wilderness.

Bacon and Lawrence were young men full of the spirit of the New World; they were dismayed by the transfer of the old feudal powers to Virginia. These two free thinkers knew the nascent House of Burgesses to be a farcical denial of human dignity, and they risked their lives to challenge the old order rooted in Runnymede and now entrenching itself on the shores of the Tidewater.

JAMESTOWN today is a standard-brands tourist museum replete with gift shop, restaurant, and guided tours through a “living village” that the promoters here would have us believe is absolutely the same as the Jamestown of nearly four hundred years ago.

It’s a sweet little village now, Jamestown is. A touch of designer squalor shows among the daubed and thatched cottages and the villagers working hard at playing their roles. They are locals, mostly young people glad to have summer jobs, though a few are perennials such as Pat Cavanaugh, in her thirties and making her living as Virginia’s favorite potter. She’s from Phoebus, Virginia, where her mother operates the first of the westernmost frontier Irish taverns in the South. She and her fellow Jamestown play-actors aren’t supposed to, but in a lull they’ll step out of character and talk a little. The pay is pretty good, better than minimum wage, and it’s interesting work re-creating authentic history. Yet they all look fed, too well fed, and they all get along with each other, are too quick to smile. There’s no smell to the village, no racket, no fuss. The object here is not verisimilitude but drip-dry pastiche.

One lone cannon squats in the center of the Jamestown settlement, its purpose back then to sound the alarm or to blast some charging Redskins. Captain Smith and poor old Chief Powhatan are long gone from these grounds, but on down toward the river, one can see the tall ships still there, moored to the wharf. They are beautiful, splendid facsimiles, the Sarah Constant, the Godspeed, the Discovery. All three remain under full sail and get taken out to sea on special occasions.

Standing on the aft deck of the Godspeed, one can only reflect that these miniature ships, once intended to capture the mystic wares and riches of fabled Cathay, Samarkand, Nippon, and the Spice Islands, are now rather pointed reminders of the folly of man. In a simple error of commission, the English landfall in the New World turned out to be about twenty thousand miles short of the mark. And not even Magellan’s earlier circumnavigation of the unknown globe could convince the European dreamers of the futility of getting to the East by sailing to the West. Today’s tourists purchasing souvenirs in the Jamestown gift shop find that they’ve bought coffee mugs, ashtrays, yoyos, Ping-Pong paddles, and Dacron jackets without much awareness of the irony that these articles of Americana came from the long-dreamed-for Orient.

Surrounding the settlement, the tidal marsh of the James River still rises to swamp the scrub cedar, pine, and oak masking these shores of Virginia. This vista is surely what the dispirited, seasick settlers beheld as they disembarked from their ships. Today a steady flow of wayward pilgrims washes up on this shore. They come in the rich vehicles of the modern world—tour buses, school buses, minivans, cars made in the New and Old World—to see what it was that made America in the beginning.

Standing in the center of the re-created triangular fort that once was Jamestown, one can almost believe in this bygone settlement now extolled as a living village. Just here are three outdoor settings: Powhatan’s village, James Fort, and the pier holding the ships. Handsome white girls made up to look like Indian maidens work at washing and cooking near Powhatan’s tepee; sturdy white boys parade in mock military muster. The visitor can walk inside the stockade and through the wattle and daub huts, homes, church, storehouse, and jail. People are encouraged to handle the stone and bone tools, bows and arrows, or the nautical equipment. You learn that the entire Jamestown complex was reconstructed with the same crude tools used by the first settlers. A lone scavenger bird that the early settlers would have known as a kite circles over these playful dioramas, searching for a feast in the surrounding marsh. A mockingbird chatters in a scrub oak that barely shades Powhatan’s hut.

A modern brick-and-glass compound guards the entrance and exit to Jamestown. School kids on an outing crowd the long walkway where the state flags of the nation are displayed, arranged in the order of their adoption into the family of America. Of all the wondrous historical sights to see in the area, this beflagged walkway is the most engaging. People tarry here, curious to find their own origins. There’s no doubting that the people love this country with faith and hope, and at Jamestown there’s no real sense of division or reminders that it’s smack in the heart of Dixie.

Simply by being, Jamestown is cherished by visitors, no matter what happened here four centuries ago. Much the same is true for Plimmouth Plantation in Massachusetts, though Plymouth gets far more play historically than does its Southern predecessor. The interesting question is why. Is the execution of witches and the scourging of hospitable natives down to the last puling infant any more distasteful than the abuse of bond servants and the arrogant use of black slaves? Jamestown made no pretense at fostering religious freedom; Plymouth, on the other hand, has been entered in the American Book of Ages as the repository of the nation’s religious freedom and heritage. Until the advent of boosterism as an American way of life, Jamestown had been almost universally ignored save for the grandiose flights of imagination coming from Captain John Smith’s lionization of his own virtues. The singular difference between the Plymouth and Jamestown colonies was philosophical, as would be demonstrated by the Lockeian precepts of law and political economy that came to govern the future Southern colonies of South Carolina and Georgia.

•  •  •

BY the beginning of the eighteenth century most everyone had pulled out of Jamestown and moved on to the rich plantation lands of the Tidewater. Jamestown burned and didn’t live again until it became the tourist mecca of today. The James River is now a commercial corridor, just like its sister river, the York. Both are uncannily similar to the infamous Chemical Corridor along the lower Mississippi River stretching from Baton Rouge past New Orleans. Fortune 500 companies sprawl along the James and York river embayments. Most, if not all, of the petroleum and chemical biggies claim huge chunks of the rivers’ channels in a ribbon of megatechnic industry that swallows up much of the Virginia coast and the famous Tidewater dominion. Business in the South has always had a clear run at despoiling the land and waters. The toxic scars on the landscape between the James and York rivers are nothing more than today’s manifestation of the curious Southern approach to its own economy.

Waxed in among these industrial honeycombs, the storied plantation manor houses of Virginia remain. They’ve been painted and plastered and restored to the elegance of their old slaveholding days, and a steady flow of tourists passes through daily. The most common remark overheard from the visitors:

“Isn’t it nice of these fine old families to invite us into their homes?”

The fine old families are no longer. What is not generally known is that the Tidewater estates for the most part are owned by big corporations and, aided and abetted by grants from state and federal governments, are turning handsome profits (the plum inside the pie is to be designated an historical landmark and to get on the National Registry, both fiefdoms provided by the good old boy solon and lobbyist).

Within a short driving distance of the Jamestown attraction, through scrubby coastal woods and vestigial tobacco and cotton fields, one can make the parade of the colonial estates, including the undoubted jewel, Shirley Plantation, the first and oldest in Virginia. Shirley was founded six years after the first landings at Jamestown and added to its laurels by becoming a supply center for the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. It survived the Peninsula Campaign and many other subsequent operations during the Civil War. Anne Hill Carter, mother of Robert Edward Lee, wife of “Light Horse” Harry Lee, and matriarchal forebear of former President James Earl Carter, was born here at Shirley Plantation. Many a famous man rode up the sandy loam bridle path. Among those partaking of Shirley’s opulent hospitality were George Washington, the Marquis de Lafayette, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, John Tyler, William Henry Harrison, and a late-nineteenth-century pilgrim, Teddy Roosevelt.

The land around Shirley Plantation has long since played out. Like all corporate fields in today’s South, Shirley is still farmed, but only through the magic of chemistry. The plantation sits squarely in the middle of a soybean field, and the old Georgian manse seems to quake and shiver like some Southern Gothic version of the House of Usher. The only relief from this gloomy aura is the beckoning pineapple finial sitting atop the roof over the entrance of the main house. Now, there are a lot of things in the South with hidden symbolism and this decorative knob is one of them. Once upon a time it was only normal and prudent for a visitor to “hello the house” before coming within gunshot range. As a palliative to such frontier custom, Southerner plantation owners announced welcome and promised hospitality with the symbol of the pineapple carved in stone (the fruity finial is French in origin, dating to Louis XVI, a king noted for his love of good grub). Today one can find the pineapple finial decorating the homes, grounds, and dining tables throughout the South (and even as far north as New England).

A short way from Shirley sits the Berkeley Plantation, home of the infamous “hang ’em high” governor. Contrary to the popular fantasy about Plymouth Colony in Massachusetts, Berkeley is in the record books as the little-known but official site of the very first Thanksgiving in America, though there was precious little to give thanks for in the Virginia of 1619. A three-story brick mansion, Berkeley stands but a scant few hundred yards from the banks of the James River. The place was subsequently owned by the Harrison clan, whose children furnished a young America with Indian fighters, statesmen, and even Presidents. A scion of the family, William Henry Harrison, has the distinction of having made the very first presidential stump speech in American political history, attracting a crowd in the thousands. (Both before and after the speech Hardson’s campaign workers passed out thousands of miniature whiskey barrels produced by the Booz Company of Philadelphia, hence the word “booze” in the American lexicography.) Berkeley is also noteworthy because the first pot-distilled whiskey operation in America was set up here in 1622. You can bet that the Puritan fathers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony would have looked upon this capital enterprise most disapprovingly—religious freedom carries its own responsibilities.

The right fork of the Virginia Tidewater is, in essence, the York River. To reach it, one must backtrack out the James River past the site of poor Richard Frethorne’s purgatory at Martin’s One Hundred plantation to reach old Point Comfort. Here Captain Jope landed the first slaves and the English built their first sea fortress, still defending themselves from a feared Spanish incursion. The emergent American empire built yet another fortress here two hundred years later to defend itself from a feared English assault, changing the name from Port Comfort to Fort Monroe.

If you’re under five foot six, you can walk through the old casemate of Fort Monroe standing up; otherwise, much stooping is required to traverse the many tunnels of the nineteenth-century fortress. Fearsome thirty-two-pound cannons angle out to challenge any warship foolish enough to enter Chesapeake Bay. Memories of Fort McHenry and Francis Scott Key’s musical eulogy were still strong in the 1820s when the fort was built. Fort Monroe never fired a shot in anger, even though a young West Point engineer named Robert E. Lee inspected the site in the 1830s and reported it fully capable of repelling any attacker. The fort did get to play host to the rebel leaders of two outlaw nations: Chief Black Hawk of the SaukFox tribes and Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy.

Paramount Chief Black Hawk had been defeated by U.S. Army and militia forces in 1832; his last few warriors, along with women and children, were massacred in the infamous episode at Bad Axe River in Wisconsin. Black Hawk was himself taken prisoner by a young lieutenant named Jeff Davis, who treated the old chief with some Mississippi charm and civility. Black Hawk was later brought east by President Andrew Jackson, who had the Indian chief paraded from city to city in the manner of an ancient Roman triumph. But the American public received and treated Black Hawk with far more dignity than the Romans ever would have. The old chief was interviewed, photographed, painted in oils, and feted in Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. The Easterners who had long before rubbed out their own noble savages found Black Hawk to be charming and witty, something of a plains raconteur. Clearly Jackson’s use of the chief to stir up his own popularity was backfiring, so for Black Hawk it was off to the crossbars of Fort Monroe where sympathetic eyes could not see. Less than forty years later, the same young lieutenant who had held Black Hawk prisoner in the Midwest would find himself incarcerated in this same damp, cold fortress. After Jeff Davis had been captured at the Civil War’s end he was transported to the remote fastness of Fort Monroe; he spent two years in the tubercular stone fortress awaiting the pleasure of the vengeful, radical Abolitionists. Davis never did enjoy the patronage of Northern liberals as Black Hawk did; he was, however, spared the humiliation of a Roman triumph. Davis lost his health during his imprisonment and retired in ignominy to die in Louisiana in 1889, ignored by his native state of Mississippi and scorned by the putative nation he had led into hopeless rebellion. Black Hawk was humanely returned to his native Iowa, and after he died his skeleton was disinterred and put on display in the state capitol. At least Jeff Davis escaped this final calumny; neither was he hung from a sour-apple tree.

Just across the bay from Fort Monroe, a young black descendant of African slaves was to become yet another outlaw like Black Hawk and in exactly the same time span. Nat Turner grew up on a plantation in Southampton County where his white master, John Travis, recognizing his innate intelligence, took him into the big house and taught him to read and reason. For a black slave Turner led a privileged life and was encouraged, in part by Travis, in part by his mother, the archetypal matriarch of the South itself, to become the spiritual leader of the local slave community. Travis, too, was an archetype of sorts; he was an enlightened man and felt real guilt at the condition of all slaves. For Travis, Nat Turner became an offering on the sacrificial stone or, perhaps, insurance against the probability of damnation. Here was the ongoing tension that was creating the Janus-faced Southern psyche of love and hate, sin and atonement.

Inspired by his interpretation of the Holy Scriptures, Turner led a rebellion of Southampton County slaves. Here at last was the longfeared revolt that had so fostered the nightmares of the guilt-ridden white South. In light of two hundred years of slavery, Nat Turner’s revolt actually amounted to less than a skirmish. Some fifty whites were murdered by Turner’s zealous followers, including Travis and his entire family. The black slaves were put down ruthlessly with hundreds, perhaps even a thousand, being hunted down and executed. Turner and his leading confederates were captured, tried, and hanged. All save Turner were given Christian burials. Turner’s cadaver was given to a Virginia doctor who peeled the fleshy envelope of skin and fat from Turner’s body. The fat was reduced to an oil and the hide was used to make tobacco and coin pouches. The oil itself was used to cure the dried flesh. When the remaining meat and muscle of Turner’s body had rotted away, the skeleton was displayed in the doctor’s surgery, an item of curiosity like old Black Hawk’s skeleton in Iowa.

Nat Turner had no idea in August of 1831 that some of the leading humanists of Virginia, the last remnants of the Jeffersonian branch of the Age of Enlightenment, had proposed a bill in the Virginia Assembly that called for the gradual manumission of slave chattels. Slavery was to be abolished from the very birthplace of the peculiar institution. Virginia’s soil had been destroyed by more than two centuries of tobacco and cotton depletion. The largest commercial crop in the Old Dominion by the 1820s was homegrown slaves. Millions of dollars were made by Virginia’s slave traders who were finding ready buyers in the emerging Jacksonian South of Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Texas; in the two decades leading up to the Civil War more than 200,000 slaves would pass from Virginia on their way to the cotton states of the South.

Nat Turner’s insurrection becomes a crucial point of understanding when placed in the perspective of its times. The rebellion and the vengeful savagery of its aftermath fueled radical Abolitionist thought in the North while awakening a slumbering xenophobia in Virginia and the still-developing Deep South. Although the insurrection had clarified the white man’s worst fear of slaves rising up in the dead of night to kill their masters, a greater fear motivated the slave owners. That fear was of losing the massive capital investment it had taken to buy the slaves in the first place. When coupled to the profit that could be had from the retail sale of living black flesh, abolition was a doomed concept in the South. The slave-owning General Assembly in Virginia voted the manumission bill down resoundingly. Yet Virginia’s enlightenment has never quite passed from the scene. More than a hundred years later a small group of young idealists at the University of Virginia would attempt yet again a new kind of manumission.

In 1954 the Supreme Court had just handed down its decision quashing the “separate but equal” schools in the South, and these young idealists came up with a plan to implement the full spirit of Brown v. Board of Education. The Virginia plan would not only integrate the schools of the state but would change the pharisaic face of the South. The state where slavery began would be the one to cauterize its last vestige and to become the model for the rest of the South and nation. But those young intellectuals at Thomas Jefferson’s university had never come up against the likes of Harry Flood Byrd, scion of a first family of the Old Dominion, undisputed master of Virginia politics, and demagogue of the first tidewater. When word got around that some university eggheads were trying to trample on the old traditional order, Byrd moved quickly to stop this new manumission; he did more: he had the young idealists fired and run out of the state. The state of Virginia escaped the world’s scorn; that distinction would be shifted to the back of beyond, to a place called Little Rock and Central High School.

THE first decades of the nineteenth century were critical ones, not just for the South alone but for the nation and the world—and it all hinged on the simple idea of a change of clothes. Until the nineteenth century, the great mass of the European and American population went through their adult lives in a single set of clothing. The rich could afford garments of silk and fine linen, and if stained or torn these could be replaced. The commonality had to make do with homespun wool or cured deerskin. Then came the cotton boom.

Cotton in the South up until Eli Whitney’s gin was a mere luxury, almost a curiosity. With Whitney’s new gin of 1793, cotton of the short-staple variety could be grown and processed throughout the South, not just in little parcels of moist soil on the Sea Islands off Georgia and South Carolina. Long-staple cotton disappeared, for there were new fortunes suddenly to be made, and people came streaming into the South’s Black Belt by the hundreds of thousands to cash in. Whitney was not one of the “cashers,” for Congress revoked his patent in 1812.

New businesses sprouted as rapidly as the new cotton in the fields. Shirtmakers and pants manufacturers bought the bolts of cotton cloth faster than the New England factories could produce them. Little girls could have new pinafores and their mothers clean blouses and dresses. Men could change shirts every day if they were so inclined. Here was a true revolution. Cleanliness became the rage; Sunday-go-to-meeting wardrobes came into vogue. Easter bonnets and fancy cotton duds woven into colored designs gave a sparkle to the hard-time lives of the common clay. The vast growth of cotton down South coincided with the spectacular growth of the nation in the early nineteenth century, and it was no coincidence. All manner of subsidiary industries grew up around the cotton crop. Even soapmaking picked up and personal hygiene became a moral obligation—the Saturday night bath, whether one needed it or not, became a ritual. With the arrival of cotton cloth, it was your own fault if you stank. Overall, the real beneficiaries of the Southern cotton explosion were the New England and midwestern textile industries. America became wealthy, all because of cotton, but the South would always be the poor relation. Eli Whitney’s cotton gin really began the division between the North and South, Jefferson’s agrarian dream as opposed to the Industrial Revolution.

THE most colorful myth of the South is that there was an Old South at all. The Old South actually never existed for the simple reason that two centuries passed before enough people moved into the region to create a viable economy, a class structure, or even a myth. The Tidewater was there, Charleston rice planters were there, Chesapeake clam fishermen were there, and a handful of Creole French lived in the yellow fever swamp that was New Orleans. But before 1800 the South was an empty dream. With the demand for cotton outpacing the limited appeal of the tobacco crop, hordes of settlers clambered into the Southlands, and with them a new ruling class took control. They were a nouveau gentry, their roots not stemming from any mythical Cavalier seed. In a sense they were a selfdefining order, and with the getting of cotton fortunes, they would create their own titles and antecedents, just as they would adopt the old feudal code. But the life span of the Old South outside Virginia can be measured in the scant forty years between 1820 and 1860. Millions of new Southerners moved into the cotton lands of Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas. These new lands outpaced the moribund “Old South” indeed this was the first of the “New” Souths and would have become known as such if the Civil War had not put a stop to the progress of the new region.

Today the most heavily populated section of the Old South, meaning Virginia and the ancillary coastal enclaves, is still the Tidewater coastal zones. Certainly these zones are not the final redoubt of the supposed old Cavalier class of “good families,” though a lot of “good people” live here. The Southern traveler will find it hard to move any place in this red-clay peninsula of Virginia without stumbling across something of historic significance.

A few miles up the road from Fort Monroe sits the bright little town of Phoebus. A commemorative plaque tells that Phoebus was founded before the Puritans landed at Plymouth Rock. The town was in the middle of the fighting during the Civil War and at times was held by both the Union and the Confederacy. The townspeople once set fire to Phoebus to keep the Yankees from using anything the town had. The highway into Phoebus becomes Hope Street and leads to the best inn on the road, Sarah’s, as Irish a bar as any that can be found in Puritan Boston.

The long bar at the right in Sarah’s would find immediate favor with any professional Irishman. It’s Ernest Hemingway’s clean, welllighted place, Southern style, with lots of clothed tables in the center of the room flowing over to old-fashioned leather-covered booths. An interior partition at the entrance carries a truly catholic display and tells you right off what Sarah’s is all about—the great American game of politics. Campaign posters festoon the whole wall; the faces of pols, patriots, and bunk-peddlers, old and new, beckon to the patrons: Gary Hart, Jesse Helms, John Warner, Jesse Jackson, Charles Robb, Doug Wilder, Bill Clinton, George Bush, Dan Quayle, Al Gore, and a spatter of sad-eyed locals who never made it to the show. The servers in Sarah’s will tell you that most of the political figures on the wall have spent some time in Sarah’s. Prominent among the faces is that of Jimmy Carter.

“Jimmy’s been in here several times.” He and Sarah are good friends.

While Sarah’s admittedly not a crusader for women’s rights, she’s somehow the walking spirit of the movement. She’s her own woman, a solid pillar that can withstand the storm—ask anybody in Phoebus and they’ll tell you so. She might laugh at the accolade but Sarah is the symbol of the new womanhood of the South. She draws her quiet strength from the women who rebuilt these Southlands after its men had failed in the Civil War.

Sarah’s place has an infectious quality about it, and one feels it by the presence of the South’s diversity met here in this happy place—lawyers, business people, and politicians take part in high-spirited verbal donnybrooks with dock workers, merchant mariners, and offduty army lifers. Sarah threw a victory party in her tavern for Bill Clinton’s election in 1992. She had met Bill and Hillary Rodham Clinton back in the 1980s and was impressed with the breakthroughs in education the Clintons had accomplished in the backward, poor state of Arkansas. Sarah’s own cause is education.

“If they could do that in Arkansas, you have to believe it can be done here in Virginia. Once you get off the corridor from Virginia Beach to Richmond and D.C., we’ve got as much poverty as any place in the South. Folks would be surprised at how many people have so little in this state. The Byrd machine kept Virginia down on the bottom with Mississippi and Arkansas for so many years… now maybe we’ll have a chance, and improving education is the only answer.”

On the evening of November 3, 1992, Sarah’s was a scene of celebration, yet as it became clear that her boy Bill was going to win, the party became oddly subdued, almost as if there was just too much riding on the result. Through the evening Sarah went among her guests, cornbread aristocrat Republicans and yellow-dog Democrats, with the same studied aplomb.

Sarah Taylor has no time for the old rigid class lines of the South. “You stand on your ability and your hard work, not on who your daddy is. Or at least that’s the way it should be.” She was born in North Carolina but has lived most of her life in Virginia. She loves her adopted state and would never move out of her Tidewater home.

“The old Tidewater is gone,” Sarah says. “Oh, there may be some Byrds and Van Burens around, I don’t know. I don’t think about that. They don’t matter anymore.”

THE countryside from Jamestown up to Richmond is unremarkable except for the obvious reflection that these backwater lands are no different from the bayous that back up to the highways in Louisiana. This sad comparison between the two states escapes everyone who hasn’t seen both places. The same wasted landscape punctuated by almost identical antebellum mansions is evident in the Tidewater and beyond just as it is on the corridor between Baton Rouge and New Orleans. The Chesapeake Bay has become the Atlantic Coast’s version of the Dead Zone in the Gulf of Mexico. It becomes clear, passing through the Tidewater, that the Eastern branches of the petrochemical maze of companies from Louisiana are misusing and spoiling here with the same impunity. Seafood had been the specialty up and down the Chesapeake since Bartholomew Gilbert, son of Sir Humphrey, lost his life in a storm here in 1603. Yet today whether you go to fabled Ernie’s Crab House in Alexandria or stand at the outdoor barbecues just across the street from Camden Yards in Baltimore and see the government warning signs concerning the consumption of local seafood, you have to think twice before ordering the crabcakes.

Along this historic silk stocking strip of Virginia, a series of signs directs tourists to such notable sights as Williamsburg and the Yorktown Victory Center. Yorktown is the site of Cornwallis’s surrender ending the Revolutionary War in 1781. Williamsburg, the original capital of Virginia, attracts whole regiments of tourists to view colonial pageantry and the pomp and circumstance of Virginia’s “good families,” Cavaliers all.

A frantic network of highways pulls the traveler on into Richmond, the Southern city that paid the highest-ever price for the ground on which it stands. Back in 1865, just a few days before he was assassinated, Abraham Lincoln visited Richmond. He came to see the abandoned mansion that had housed Jefferson Davis. Lincoln toured every room, examining each artifact with childlike delight, whistling “Dixie” as he strolled about, Notwithstanding the Civil War and the soul of Robert E. Lee that condemned more than 200,000 Americans, North and South, to death or dismemberment in the city’s doomed defense, not to mention the countless thousands of blacks who fell in the siege, Richmond today is no different from Cedar Rapids or Dayton or Albuquerque, except that Richmond has become the handgun and assault weapon retail-sales capital of the nation. Virginia’s loose gun laws make it the gun-running center for lawless D.C. Some concerned Virginians bruited the possibility of modifying these Wild West laws, and just the whisper of such change was enough to bring out hordes of National Rifle Association zealots in a demonstration in Richmond larger than any civil rights demonstration or NFL football game. Richmond is also the home of the state Slugfest where children from across Virginia put their pet slugs on display—the biggest one wins the grand prize. So while the children slug it out with slugs (the straightest silver streak also wins a prize), the adults prefer to plug away with slugs that move at 1.5 miles a second, a silver streak indeed.

In nearby Fairfax sits a ghost town contaminated by the largest underground oil spill in U.S. history. Millions of gallons of black gold spilled into the soil, rock, and water table beneath fair Fairfax. Things got so bad, and the blame became so obvious, that Texaco was forced to admit responsibility in 1992, and to begin an unprecedented payout of up to a quarter of a billion dollars in damages to hundreds of families living over the spills. This type of wergeld doesn’t even count the cleanup costs; the damage will extend well into the new millennium and real estate values have plummeted in the plague mentality that has gripped Fairfax.

Yet another slice of Virginia’s opulent historical pie is served to the traveler in Fredericksburg. The Founding Fathers all gathered in this pretty little town on the Rappahannock River at one time or another. The Virginia “Statute of Religious Freedom,” precursor to the American Constitution, was written here in 1777 by George Mason. Fredericksburg was all but destroyed by the four separate battles fought here during the Civil War, and 100,000 soldiers from both sides were either killed or wounded in these conflicts. The Union commander during the first battle was Major General Ambrose Everett Burnside, for whom side whiskers were forever memorialized as “sideburns.”

America’s great gray poet, Walt Whitman, served as a battlefield nurse at the first battle of Fredericksburg, and it was here during the winter of 1862 that Whitman began to lose his health. Questioned after the war as to whether he should have received a pension for his humanitarian work, Whitman responded, “Oh, no. I got the boys and I got the Leaves.” Walt also got his wonderful sequence of poems, “Drum-Taps,” at Fredericksburg.

Just over the river that George Washington skipped a coin across sits Washington City, District of Columbia, now completely surrounded by an impossible series of concrete and steel highways called the Beltway.

George Washington donated this once-worthless marshland to the nation. Following the Civil War, Washington City became a huge refugee center for freedmen and their families; they had no work, no homes, no place else to go. For the biblical three score and ten (1790-1860) Washington had been a gateway into the frontier South. In the aftermath of the war, the District of Columbia became a floodgate, a sluiceway through which blacks sought the promise of Lincoln’s Northlands. Today the descendants of these refugees still live here. One can find them off the frenetically beaten tracks of the herd, far away from the throngs of Americans come to see the monuments of their heritage. Strong ethnic neighborhoods have stayed alive in D.C. Urban renewal with its egregious high-rise projects tried to destroy all that, but it couldn’t swallow up every last vestige of traditional life.

Neither geographers nor politicians will tell you this, but Virginia in the late twentieth century is two separate states. FDR’s idealistically inspired projects during the Great Depression and the swarm of federal agencies these created have become the second state of Virginia. A military-industrial-bureaucratic complex extends from Virginia Beach through the Ancien Régime of the Tidewater and into the oligopolistic layers of American commerce. The masses who live in this corridor—the washed, faceless, and bleached souls of America’s political functionary corps—could not be imprisoned by the D.C. Beltway. These happy folks needed Lebensraum, and the peasantry of Virginia and Maryland and Pennsylvania and West Virginia and Delaware had to make room for them.

Back across the Potomac lies the garden of stone, Arlington National Cemetery. More people than you know, match-flame sad but somehow proud, visit here. These rolling hills were once owned by Martha Washington’s people, the Custis family, and later by Robert E. Lee. Walt Whitman strode these quiet grounds when the cemetery was first dedicated in 1864. Whitman’s voice rides over these strange white fields as the mourners pass among the multitude of cross markers … When you my son and my comrade dropt at my side that day.

ON the other side of D.C. lies a state that has never seemed to figure itself in the Damn Yankee Sweepstakes. Maryland is as geographically diverse as its politics and perhaps therein lies the clue. The state includes the Appalachian Ridge and Valley, the Blue Ridge, the Great Valley, the Appalachian Plateau, Allegheny and Piedmont forests, and the Atlantic Coastal Plain. On top of all that, the Chesapeake Bay divides the state into western and eastern shores. No wonder the state is schizophrenic when it comes to the choice of being Southern or Northern. Maryland was a slave state, though (barely) nonsecessionist, and its sympathies for the most part were with the South.

Maryland was officially founded in 1634 as not only a refuge for disaffected English Catholics but as their North American stronghold as well; the state is named for Charles I’s Catholic wife, Henrietta Maria.

Both generally and specifically, Maryland developed almost exactly as did neighboring Virginia; its workers were bond servants, it imported African slaves, it grew tobacco and then cotton, and it developed a plantation mentality. One doesn’t usually think of Maryland as snaring in all the old banes of the South, but Lord Baltimore’s colony had its intolerance, its heartaches, its Richard Frethornes, too. No diaries, no letters home survive to paint a picture of the travail of Maryland’s bond servants, but archaeologists as late as 1989 unearthed the graves of eighteen indentured colonists on what used to be a plantation at Patuxent Point in Calvert County. Actually there were nineteen bodies found, for one woman had died with a baby still in her womb. These poor bond servants were buried in paupers’ graves without markers or church records; they died in utter destitution more than three hundred years ago.

The archaeologists making the discovery turned the remains of the colonists over to Douglas H. Ubelaker, anthropologist for the Smithsonian Institution. In 1993 Dr. Ubelaker was able to read the bones and tell us some amazing things about our forebears, maybe more than American history has ever wanted to tell. Ubelaker’s report discloses a wretched life for these people. They died of smallpox, malaria, or cholera; they all suffered from osteoporosis, a disease of aging, even though these colonists had an average age of thirty-one for the men and thirty-six for the women. Ubelaker determined that the bone disease was caused by starvation. All the remains showed signs of heavy physical labor, with many of them having had broken bones.

The plantation isn’t there anymore, nor is the nameless graveyard. Blackeyed Susans used to run wild over the fields here at Patuxent Point, but they were all plowed under by the bulldozers come to make another housing tract.

EVERY schoolchild knows the names of Peter Minuit, Peter Stuyvesant, and William Penn. They are the equivalent of Founding Fathers. Grade-school teachers troop these hallowed names out around Thanksgiving and pin them up on bulletin boards next to the papier-mâché cutouts of torn turkeys and kindly Indians. Yet most folks don’t know that all three men once ruled absolutely over princely, powerful, and proud Delaware, our nation’s first state. Delaware borders Maryland, is across the bay from New Jersey, functions critically today as the water source of New York City, and somehow figures that it’s still at least a small part of the South. The Delaware aqueduct system is part of the largest water supply system for any city in the world. Minuit ran Delaware as New Sweden between 1638 and 1654; Stuyvesant ran it as New Amsterdam until the British took it away from him in 1674. And William Penn, the sparest of all spare men, ruled the state as an appendage to his eponymic immortality. It wasn’t until 1776 that the “three lower counties” of Pennsylvania were hived off to become Delaware.

Seemingly, the only thing that makes Delaware a “Southern” state is that it held slaves longer than any of the Confederate states. Delaware didn’t free its slaves until it ratified the Thirteenth Amendment well after the Civil War had ended. Delaware more than sympathized with the Southern cause, mainly because of its stand on states’ rights, and even after the war Delaware continued to vote with the solid-South bloc until sometime around the beginning of the twentieth century when this confused little blip on the coast of the Atlantic finally decided that it wasn’t really Southern after all. Delaware does have its allowance of United Daughters of the Confederacy and a few hundred Delaware boys did get across to Virginia to fight the good fight, but the only real experience Delaware has ever had with war was an unheralded skirmish at Coochs Bridge against the British in 1777—the Brits had sneaked in while the famed Delaware Continentals were off fighting with Washington’s army.

Regrettably, Delaware doesn’t enjoy much of a national reputation for anything except being little. Still, it’s the state that gave us the first Christmas Seals and the first nylon stocking, and once upon a time Caesar Rodney of Dover raced eighty miles to Philadelphia to break a tie vote so that Delaware’s delegation could approve the Declaration of Independence. Delaware has the distinction, too, of being the first state to ratify the U.S. Constitution. Some of Delaware’s towns sound Southern—Hardscrabble, Blades, Atlanta, Hickman, Viola, Angola, and Pine Tree Corners. The state has the requisite loungers and loafers in its little town squares, and one of them remarked, “Here in Delaware we know we’re Southern because we still believe in myth and we love to dance.”

The people down south Delaware from Dover to the Worcester County line use Baltimore as their big city, not Philadelphia. The city of Baltimore was first famous in American history for its defiance of the British in the War of 1812. Ever since the nation was founded the country reached deep into its pocket to build massive brick fortresses on its coastline. Fort McHenry just outside Baltimore has the distinction of being the only one of these forts to ever be attacked by a foreign power. Through the rockets’ red glare the flag was still there, so the British marched into Washington City and burned it to the ground. The town of Baltimore didn’t even get scorched.

Like the rest of Maryland, Baltimore never could make up its mind if it was Rebel or Yankee, yet once upon a time Baltimore could have become the true capital of the South. When Robert E. Lee set his army on the march in June 1863, the thinking behind the plan never considered fighting any Union army at Gettysburg. The whole idea behind the invasion was one of maneuver, not of battle. If the Yankee Army of the Potomac stayed to protect D.C., Lee’s Army of Virginia would ravage the Pennsylvania countryside and capture Baltimore; if the Yankees sallied forth to fight the Rebs, then Jeb Stuart’s ten-thousand-strong cavalry would threaten Philadelphia; in turn, if the Yankees chased Stuart, Lee would be free to come in and capture D.C. The whole brilliant maneuver fell apart when Lee unaccountably decided to fight a winner-take-all last battle at Gettysburg. Lee’s more-than-able warhorse, General James Longstreet, tried to get Lee to stick with the plan, but to no avail. For his troubles, Longstreet has been blamed for all time by Virginia’s historians for having lost the Battle of Gettysburg, no matter that Lee was in command. Gettysburg cracked the South’s spine and paralyzed the cause. Though Gettysburg has been heralded as the South’s highwater mark, it was low tide for both sides. In three days of fighting the South lost twenty thousand dead and wounded; the North suffered twenty-three thousand casualties. The only thing that lived after the battle was Lincoln’s brief, inaudible address. Perhaps fittingly, Longstreet outlived most every general on the field, though he could never clear his name while revisionists on both sides made Robert E. Lee a national hero. Baltimore was never threatened but it never became the capital of anything, just a cog within the industrial Northeast, with a baseball team called the Orioles.

Besides Francis Scott Key, many famous people have lived in Baltimore: Babe Ruth grew up here; H. L. Mencken made the Baltimore Sun and his American Mercury forums for his acerbic wit and prejudices against American things boorish (the “Sahara of the Bozart” started here); filmmaker Barry Levinson immortalized Baltimore’s founding district, Avalon; Edgar Allan Poe lived here and edited Southern Literary Messenger, the South’s leading publication before the Civil War.

“Regionalism” has long been a convenient collator for anthology makers, and under their guidelines Poe might readily have been designated as a regional writer of the South because he grew up in Virginia, went to college there, and became a leading author of his day. Like many a Southern writer, Poe never had an easy time of it; he was disinherited, never made any real money (he was paid ten dollars a week as editor of the Southern Literary Messenger). In the long run Poe always was a Southern writer and in the same universal way that Thomas Wolfe and William Faulkner were Southern writers. Yet a dark mystique has always surrounded Poe; he was obviously a heavy drinker and opium eater, and he died in Baltimore under mysterious circumstances in 1849 at age forty. He was found unconscious in a gutter outside a voting precinct, leading to speculation over the years that Poe was a victim of a saloon sweep to pad the polling boxes. He was buried in a pauper’s grave with only a single line of public notice in the newspapers. (Walt Whitman read the notice and made the journey from Brooklyn to Baltimore, where he swelled the number of mourners to two, himself and the gravedigger.) Including the darkness that forever surrounded him, Poe wrote his poetry and his grotesque tales strictly within the tradition of the Southern storyteller. God told Poe to tell the truth, and Poe replied, “I’ll tell you a story that’ll stand your hair on end.” Yet his poetry bequeaths a Southern legacy that only love and beauty can save humanity from despair.

FROM the time Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s son, Bartholomew, sailed up the Chesapeake in 1603 seeking to fulfill his father’s dream, the bay has been somehow caught up in the South’s psyche. It was the first great obstacle for the settlers to conquer and tame, and it remained a prize until modern technology bridged it and tunneled it and used it as a conduit for commerce. Both sides of the oceanlike bay are lined with beaches, resorts, and fishing villages. The Jamestown colonists and the throngs that rushed in after them had come looking for profits, and here it was, perhaps the greatest freshwater reserve in the world, two hundred miles of it rich with fish, oyster, and crab beds whose supply was never ending.

Almost immediately the disputes began. Disputes over boundaries and ownership. Maryland is bounded on the north by Pennsylvania and the two states literally fought over a few leagues of land—until the Mason-Dixon Line was established in the late eighteenth century. To the south Maryland is bounded by Virginia, and the ever-erratic Potomac River would cause boundary disputes between the Old Dominion and the Old Line State lasting well into the twentieth century. This dispute actually started with the first settlers and evolved out of the original grant to George Calvert, first baron of Baltimore (it was settled in the courts in 1930).

Chesapeake Bay has as dual a nature as the South itself: it can be bitterly cold on its northern reach and balmy toward its southern shore. Mostly the bay enjoys mild winters and warm summers. When Robert E. Lee’s men crossed the Potomac heading for Gettysburg, they must have felt somewhat at home seeing the groves of loblolly pine and the flowering magnolias. Maryland itself had known a civil war before it became torn by the one between the states. In 1655 a holy civil war of sorts was fought here between the Puritans and the Catholics of the state; the Puritans won but it was only a matter of time before waves of Catholic immigrants turned Maryland’s allegiance back toward Rome.

Maryland was not to be spared its allotment of Southern demagoguery either. It came in the person of Arthur P. Gorman, one of the charter members of the Robber Baron guild during the Gilded Age after the Civil War. Gorman got himself elected to the U.S. Senate and also gained control of the famous Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, the first rail line for public use in the country. Gorman’s political machine ruled Maryland until the turn of the century. Because of Gorman’s rail lines, however, the state emerged as a dynamic crossroads between North and South.

Southern ways and sympathies persisted among Maryland’s plantation class right up to the Civil War (records show that Maryland had 87,000 slaves in 1860). The Southern sympathizers mounted a vigorous campaign for secession; the popular state song, “Maryland, My Maryland,” written by J. R. Randall, was an unabashed emotional appeal for Marylanders to preserve the Old South traditions by joining up with Dixie in the coming fight. Maryland, of course, did not secede, and in the war Marylanders fought on both sides while singing “Maryland, My Maryland.”

Chesapeake Bay was a crucial body of water during the Civil War. But for that matter, the Chesapeake had always been crucial. It remained a prize, desired by both North and South in war and in peace. In the beginning it had been a thing of beauty, though it was soon to be a spoiled dream, a redoubt for the preservation of the Savage Ideal throughout its eastern shore.



LOST CAUSES, OLD AND NEW
Mason and Dixon’s Line … Monticello … John Brown and Harper’s Ferry … Woodrow Wilson and the Savage Ideal … VMI … Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson … The Cumberland Gap


WHEN DID THE SOUTH become known as “the South”? Venerable scholars have searched for decades for a metaphysical answer. Could it be something philosophical? Perhaps a sociological peculiarity of people living in a subtropical zone? Or was it simply because the white man owned slaves in that ontological world known as “Down Yonder”?
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