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For Anne Drayton Nelson, keeper of flames.






“It would be a mistake to say that I felt guilt for the past. A person cannot be culpable for the acts of others, long dead, that he or she could not have influenced. Rather than responsible, I felt accountable for what had happened, called on to try to explain it.”

—from Slaves in the Family by Edward Ball








AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a mongrel. It’s nonfiction, but it’s a mix of numerous breeds, including biography, history, reportage, memoir, autobiography, and, when the record runs thin, speculation that flirts with fiction. I have cited the sources of quoted remarks, and when I’ve engaged in speculation I’ve announced it by inserting such markers as “it’s likely” or “he might have said,” or by urging the reader to “imagine” with me if it’s the only way into the history or the lives of the characters. Racial slurs in speech and literature are quoted verbatim, not because I condone their use but because they are a valid part of the historical record. I am a reporter and a novelist, not a scholar or historian, so this book does not contain footnotes or an index, though there is a detailed list of sources at the end. I have done my best to stick to the facts in my pursuit of the truth. Any errors are entirely the fault of the author.






PRELUDE THE MISFIT


In a black-and-white family snapshot now lost to time, an elderly gentleman with spun-sugar hair gazes at the camera through owlish round glasses. He’s wearing a three-piece suit and an expression of delight mixed with terror, for on his right knee he’s balancing a swaddled infant who has the bewildered, bug-eyed look of a space alien. The man is my father’s father, John Morris; I am the infant.

That snapshot was taken in November 1952, the month the United States detonated the first hydrogen bomb, a weapon a thousand times more powerful than the atom bombs that incinerated Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Three years later, in the fall of 1955, my grandfather died at the age of ninety-two. I have no memories of the man, but even as a boy I found myself marveling at the changes he must have witnessed and experienced in his long lifetime. He was born into a slave-owning Virginia family during the Civil War and died at the peak of the Cold War. At the time of his birth, the dominant technologies were the steam engine, the railroad, the telegraph, and photography. He grew up in a world lit by kerosene lamps and candles, he traveled by foot and horseback and wagon on dirt roads, drank water hauled from a well, used an outdoor privy. He mastered Latin and Greek and German. He became a lawyer, a philologist, and a college professor. Along the way he lived through Reconstruction, booms and busts, women’s suffrage, urbanization, Prohibition, labor unrest, the Great Depression, two world wars, the Korean War, and the advent of nuclear weapons. He was among the original users of window screens, the telephone, modern plumbing, electric lights, typewriters, radio, automobiles, phonographs, airplanes, elevators, movies, subways, safety razors, television, penicillin, pasteurized milk, refrigeration, antibiotics, and central heat and air conditioning. He witnessed the horrors of Jim Crow, unhappily, and he was in Germany to witness Hitler’s rise, also unhappily. He wrote scholarly articles for obscure journals and spent decades producing a German-English dictionary that was never published.

It seems that John Morris dealt with all this dizzying change by remaining firmly rooted in the nineteenth century, a classically educated southern gentleman who pursued willfully obscure passions. For all that, he held remarkably progressive beliefs on race relations, child rearing, women’s rights, and religious freedom. Deep in the Bible Belt, he was an agnostic, possibly an atheist. He married an Irish Catholic from upstate New York at a time when Catholics, Jews, and Yankees were not warmly welcomed in the South. And in that traditionally bellicose region, he was a lifelong pacifist and opponent of capital punishment. He was, in a word, a misfit. My grandfather, who was too young to remember the freeing of the family’s slaves in 1865, treated Black people with respect and did not allow racial slurs to be uttered under his roof. I’m reminded of the passage in To Kill a Mockingbird when Scout asks her father, “Do you defend niggers, Atticus?”

“Of course I do. Don’t say nigger, Scout. That’s common.”

“ ’s what everybody at school says.”

“From now on it’ll be everybody less one—”

As I grew older, my boyish sense of wonder at my grandfather’s world spawned an allied suspicion: I came to question the widespread belief that, as a Baby Boomer, I was living in a time of unprecedented change. Yes, we curled up under our school desks as a pathetic way of preparing for nuclear Armageddon. And, yes, I lived to see the civil rights movement, interstate highways, rock ’n’ roll, the Vietnam War, a man on the moon, the flowering of feminism and gay rights, Watergate, personal computers, the internet, the smart phone, and the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements. These are not trifles, but my inventory led to an unassailable conclusion: not all that much has changed during my lifetime, really, and certainly not in the fundamental ways my grandfather’s day-to-day life changed. The difference between a buggy and a jet is far greater than the difference between the rotary phones I grew up using and the smart phone I use today.

In 2016, a monumental new book put flesh on the bones of my theory. The Rise and Fall of American Growth: The U.S. Standard of Living Since the Civil War by Robert J. Gordon is guided by two central premises: that the years from 1870 to 1970, very nearly the dates of my grandfather’s birth and death, comprised “the special century,” a spurt of life-altering inventions and economic growth in the United States that is unmatched in human history; and that since 1970, change has been far slower, and it has been confined to the much narrower spheres of entertainment, communication, and information. The innovations and breakthroughs of the special century, Gordon argues, will never be repeated. The age was a one-off. I don’t think Gordon went far enough in calling this age the “special” century; I have come to see it as the miracle century.

I began to wonder: Would it be possible to paint a portrait of that astonishing age by tracing the life of one man who lived through it, my grandfather, John Morris? I decided to try. This book is the result.






PART ONE WAR AND PEACE 1863–1898
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Taylor’s Creek in Montpelier, Virginia.



A BIRTH DURING WARTIME

John Morris was born on June 23, 1863, at a family place called Aspenwall in Goochland County, Virginia. He would spend the first two years of his long life shuttling between Aspenwall and Taylor’s Creek, his parents’ home, a handsome frame house in neighboring Hanover County that had been in the family since it was built in 1732 by an immigrant from Wales named William Morris. The plantation came to cover as much as two thousand rolling acres, and it had always been worked by slaves.

John’s father, Charles Morris, was not present at the birth. He was thirty miles away in Richmond, serving in the quartermaster corps, which supplied Confederate troops with food, clothing, weapons, and horses, safely removed from the escalating slaughter but plagued by torments of a different kind. Chief among them was his incessant worrying about the safety and health—indeed the survival—of his wife, Mary, and their three young sons: infant John, three-year-old James, and seven-year-old Sylvanus. Charles’s fretting was not groundless. Mary had delivered one stillborn child, a niece of Charles’s had recently died before her first birthday, and a neighbor’s wife had just died after giving birth to a healthy child. This was, as the US Surgeon General put it, “the end of the medical Middle Ages.” Infant mortality rates were shocking by today’s standards—about 175 deaths per 1,000 births the year John was born, destined to peak at 215 per 1,000 in 1880, which was roughly the rate of infant mortality in Tudor England. Pasteur’s revolution and the germ theory were still two decades away, so children who survived infancy were beset by an array of infectious diseases including cholera, diphtheria, yellow fever, pneumonia, and tuberculosis. Malnourished children suffered from afflictions so unheard-of today that they almost sound like foreign words: pellagra, hookworm, rickets, scurvy. Charles Morris suffered from neuralgia and chronic dysentery, and John and his brothers were constantly sick with colds, fevers, and whooping cough. Soldiers were twice as likely to die from disease as from bayonet, bullet, or shell. Because of infection, a wound to the gut amounted to a death sentence.

Lacking medicine, even relatively sophisticated people had to rely on folk remedies. Before the war, Charles Morris had graduated from college and law school, served as county attorney, taught law, and, with an inheritance from an aunt, spent five months touring Europe, roaming from Pompeii to Naples to Rome, through Switzerland, France, and Holland, and on to London, where he attended the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace. There he marveled at the gigantic Trophy Telescope, the Koh-i-Noor diamond, hydraulic presses, steam hammers, adding machines, Cyrus McCormick’s reaping machine, Samuel Colt’s revolvers, and Matthew Brady’s daguerreotypes. As he moved through the awestruck throngs, he might have brushed against Charles Darwin and Charles Dickens and Charlotte Bronte. He described the trip as “a dream of pleasure.” Yet here was this worldly man’s medical advice to Mary: “Take care of the children and get some camphor and snakeroot and put it in a bag around their necks to keep off the hooping [sic] cough.” The second Industrial Revolution was, indeed, dawning at the end of the medical Middle Ages.



John Morris was born on one of the brighter days in the brief life of the Confederate States of America. The Army of Northern Virginia had rebuffed a Union assault on Richmond, eluded disaster at bloody Antietam, and scored brilliant victories at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville. Now in the hot dry summer of 1863, with New York City poised to explode in violence against President Lincoln’s new draft law, Gen. Robert E. Lee was leading 70,000 Confederate troops across the Mason–Dixon Line into Pennsylvania for the first time, hoping for a victory on northern soil that would yield cascading rewards. It might persuade England and France to support the cause and allow the South to hold on until the 1864 elections, when a war-weary US electorate might vote for a peace candidate, securing the survival of the Confederacy. Lee’s army was drawn north by more than the prospect of seizing Philadelphia, Baltimore, or possibly even Washington, DC. Unlike ravaged Virginia, Pennsylvania was untouched by the war, and Lee’s army was tantalized, as one southern diarist put it, by the “rich farms” awaiting them in the North. Among Lee’s troops on that spirited summertime march was one of John Morris’s uncles, another John Morris, his mother’s twenty-four-year-old brother, a lieutenant in an artillery battalion commanded by Lt. Col. R. L. Walker.



As Lee’s army was pushing into enemy territory, Charles Morris was busy juggling his duties as a quartermaster with his duties as a husband, father, and owner of “that poor old plantation,” as he described Taylor’s Creek during the lean wartime years. In truth, “plantation” was too grand a word for the place. The house was originally a modest one-room structure that was added onto repeatedly, most recently by Charles just before he brought his bride there to live and start a family in 1854. The place may have met the strict definition of a plantation—that is, a self-contained agricultural enterprise worked by captive labor—but Hanover County was never the Old South of legend. Taylor’s Creek was a functional farmhouse, not in league with the grand mansions on the James River built by the First Families of Virginia, or the elegant presidential retreats in the Blue Ridge. Nor did it rival the pillared palaces of the rice and indigo barons of the Georgia and South Carolina Low Country, or the sugar and cotton kings of the Deep South. The house has been lovingly preserved and expanded by cousins of mine, Anne Nelson and her late husband Garnett, who have taken it from merely handsome to truly elegant. But the rooms are smallish and not particularly sunny. The doorways are barely six feet high. The house is charming, but it is not a mansion.

If life was hard for the residents of that house during the war, it was downright grim for Charles. His Richmond posting was not his first. Shortly after Fort Sumter, he had gone to war with the Hanover Troop, swept up, like so many others in both the North and the South, by patriotic fervor, a shot at glory, and the nearly universal illusion that this was going to be a brief and glorious little war. He was assigned to the quartermaster corps under Gen. John Bankhead Magruder, a handsome and flamboyant Virginian known as “Prince John.” Conveniently, Charles was stationed in Williamsburg, the colonial capital of Virginia, where he was already set up as a professor of law at the College of William & Mary. In the early months of the war, as Union forces pushed up the peninsula toward Williamsburg and Richmond, Charles’s letters to Mary are full of frets and complaints. From Williamsburg he writes, “I feel mightily inclined to resign at these times, when I feel how unjust is the treatment I received from many of the men here and how far in spite of all my efforts I fall short of accomplishing what is expected of me. It is a very inglorious and insidious office I hold.” To make matters worse, the college announced it was suspending professors’ pay for the duration of the war, which infuriated Charles. His commanding officer, who brilliantly slowed the Union advance against staggering odds, was one bright note. “Gen. Magruder has been very kind to me,” Charles writes, “and I think rather likes me and commiserates my numerous troubles.” Meanwhile, Charles was assigned an ancillary duty that brought out his wry sense of humor. “I suppose I told you I have been appointed a Director of the Lunatic Asylum,” he writes to Mary in the fall of 1861. “I shall be thankful if I don’t get into it as one of the patients.”

The grinding Union advance forced the Confederates to abandon Williamsburg and pull back to Richmond, but the change of venue brought Charles little relief. “I never saw such a perfect wilderness as this place is becoming,” he writes to Mary the summer before John’s birth, when the vicious rolling Seven Days Battles were rattling the city’s windows and its citizens’ nerves, sending 15,000 wounded soldiers streaming into its overflowing hospitals, then spilling into churches, hotels, warehouses, barns, and private homes. Refugees had tripled the city’s population since the war’s outbreak. “Almost all ‘business’ has ceased,” the letter continues, “and rows and rows of stores are closed and occupied as habitats. You can buy nothing scarcely and what is for sale is at a fabulous price. Such shoes as I used to wear cost $18 and $20 per pair and boots $25 and $30.” Meanwhile, more than a few Confederate soldiers were going into battle barefoot.

The exorbitant prices would increase tenfold by the end of the war thanks to speculators who were not squeamish about turning privation into profit. Some filled warehouses with barrels of flour then held out until hunger and desperation pushed prices to “fabulous” levels. Before one major battle, speculators bought up every coffin in town, then jacked up prices when the shooting stopped and the burying began.



They must have made an imposing couple, Charles and Mary Morris. They were first cousins once removed, a common arrangement at a time when virtually everyone living within thirty miles was some sort of relation. Charles was tall and austere, solidly built, with gingery hair swept sideways over a broad forehead. A brisk broom of a moustache was trimmed precisely along the top of his upper lip. His eyes were ice-blue and piercing. He was, by all accounts, not a man to trifle with.

Mary was also solidly built, no great beauty. Her maiden name was Mary Minor Morris, so in marriage she acquired the clunkily alliterative moniker of Mary Minor Morris Morris. Her eyes were warmer than her husband’s, but they saw through things—and people. She noticed, then she assessed, then she acted on those assessments. She was not one to back down or be pushed around. The woman had starch in her.

Like many southerners, this couple tried to secure their family’s survival by developing an impromptu wartime commerce. Moving back and forth between Richmond and Taylor’s Creek was a steady flow of goods that could be consumed, worn, or sold at a profit, including flour, butter, ice, calves, blackberries, shoulders of bacon, nails, socks, sorghum, and bales of cotton. Sometimes Charles carried the goods with him on his way to or from one of his frequent weekend furloughs, traveling by train to nearby Beaverdam or by packet boat to Cedar Point in Goochland County, the closest stop on the James River and Kanawha Canal. And sometimes the goods were transported by neighbors, relatives, or slaves. On one occasion, a trusted slave named Uncle Jeems was ferrying a load of supplies to Richmond on a horse-drawn cart when he was overtaken by a troop of Union soldiers, who confiscated the horse, the cart, and the cargo. Uncle Jeems walked back to Taylor’s Creek empty-handed. The cart and the supplies were lost, but the next day the horse, known as Old Fashion, showed up at the back gate of the house in Richmond where Charles was staying. As one of Charles’s sons would say years later about the old mare: “She had more sense than many men.”

The wartime letters between Charles and Mary were a torrent, a daily ritual, nearly a nutrient. Charles always opens with the stiff salutation “Dear Wife” and he could be peevish and self-absorbed, but there is also genuine love in these pages, both for his wife and their sons. His letter to Mary lamenting the dire conditions in Richmond lurches to a close: “Please send me two or three shoulders of bacon when you send meat. I don’t care much for the fresh meat, also a bag of corn meal. Your vegetables are always acceptable. Excuse this rambling letter. I write always in a sort of confusion. Write to me at every opportunity. Kiss my boys for me. Love to all.” He sounds like a man coming unhinged.

And with good reason. Though Charles was spared the horrors of combat, he was confronted almost daily with privation, suffering, and death. Waves of smallpox and diphtheria swept the city. Food became so scarce and prices so high in the months before John’s birth that thousands of women took to the streets, smashing their way into stores and scooping up armfuls of food, clothing and, for good measure, pieces of jewelry. When Confederate president Jefferson Davis arrived on the scene to restore order, an enraged woman threw a loaf of bread at him. The hospitals turned into charnel houses after major battles, and it was in one of those fetid, overwhelmed hospitals that Charles watched a cousin die from wounds suffered at Gaines’ Mill. “Poor Billy Morris died last Thursday morning at 7 o’clock,” Charles reports to Mary. “I sat with him all Wednesday night. When I went into his room I found him entirely insensible and pulseless and cold. I did not expect he would live half an hour, but he continued to gasp until 7 o’clock Thursday. The poor boy was terribly reduced and looked so different from what he did when I saw him before. All his friends and family were around him and he took leave of them all before he fell into the insensibility preceding death. He was carried up to Louisa to be buried.”

Charles paid an even ghastlier visit to a close family friend, Col. Lewis Minor Coleman, who’d been wounded at Fredericksburg. “I found poor Lewis much the same as when I was last there, certainly no better,” Charles writes to Mary. “He is a great sufferer and can not be moved in the slightest. It gives him exquisite pain to move even his toe… The discharge from his thigh continues very large, at least 3 full cups per day. He can only sleep under the influence of morphine and then he talks and wanders all the time. I can’t help hoping he may get well, but I greatly fear he never will.” He never did. Lewis Coleman endured another year of agony before dying in the spring of 1864.



As wrenching as these encounters were, Charles’s concern for his family’s survival outweighed them. One of his chief fears was that Mary, alone in the remote farmhouse with three sickly boys, would be driven to despair by loneliness. Suicidal depression was not uncommon on the home front, so Charles constantly urged Mary to take the boys to Aspenwall to be with her parents and other relatives, and she regularly did so. But she still had to keep the farm running, which she did with the help of two overseers, named Hackett and Luck, and Charles’s brother Edward, who lived nearby in a house called Clazemont. In the same letter reporting Billy Morris’s death, Charles veers into a panic about money matters: “I do wish we could put the wheat to market. I wish you would say to Hackett that it must be delivered at once. I can wait no longer… We must have money in view of dire coming events and that is my only source of money.”

But loneliness, illness, and money weren’t the only worries. As Uncle Jeems had learned firsthand, Union troops were buzzing in the neighborhood. They had burned the depot and stores at Beaverdam on the Virginia Central Railroad, which linked Richmond to the fertile Shenandoah Valley, and Charles was surely terrified they would start burning Hanover County’s houses, barns, and crops, as they had been doing so mercilessly in the Shenandoah. One weekend night when Charles was home on furlough, Confederate soldiers came to the house to tell the family that Yankees were nearby, moving on Richmond. Charles and Mary bundled the children and set out for her father’s house in Goochland about two hours before the raiders passed through Taylor’s Creek. Traveling by horseback and carriage, the family reached Aspenwall at sunrise.

On another occasion, when Charles was away in Richmond, several Black men knocked on the door to inform Mary that Yankees were at the overseers’ house. She got the children dressed and hurried them to her brother-in-law’s. A nurse named Tina carried John, a slave named Old Dick carried Jim, and Mary and Sylvanus walked the mile through moonlit fields and forests to Clazemont. The Yankees, if they were Yankees, were gone in the morning, and the unnerved family walked back home.



Lt. John Morris, John’s uncle, was not so lucky. On the first day of the Battle of Gettysburg, his left leg was shorn off at the knee by a Union artillery shell, and he bled to death in agony two hours later. After the killing stopped on July 3, the job of dealing with 50,000 casualties began. It has been estimated that six million pounds of human and animal carcasses lay rotting in the sun, bloated, blackened, sizzling with maggots. John Morris was buried by comrades in an orchard on the battlefield. It’s possible he was immortalized by Matthew Brady, who took hundreds of photographs of the blasted landscape, including rows of Confederate soldiers in shallow graves before they were covered with dirt. Was Lt. John Morris one of Brady’s silent subjects?



It sometimes took three days or more for Charles’s letters to travel from Richmond to Taylor’s Creek. Troops, munitions, and supplies frequently moved by train or steamboat, and President Lincoln set up a telegraph office in the White House so he could receive news of battles as they unfolded. Yet the reality for most southerners, including Charles Morris, was that the initial reports of battles were slow to reach them and often wildly inaccurate. As Robert E. Lee’s shattered army was limping back to the Potomac River—a seventeen-mile-long wagon train of misery the Union army could have annihilated with ease—Charles sent Mary this buoyant report on July 6: “The news from Gettysburg which you will see in the papers is regarded here as a victory. The city is full of rumors from Lee’s army that the enemy have been heavily defeated and that we are in full march with the whole army on Baltimore. Gen. Stuart is all around it with his cavalry… The news from the South is also good.”

No, it was not. On July 4, after a forty-eight-day siege, the starving Confederate soldiers and citizens of Vicksburg, Mississippi, surrendered to Gen. Ulysses S. Grant. The South had been cut in two. On successive days, the Confederacy suffered back-to-back blows from which it would never recover.

Five days later, after learning about the fall of Vicksburg via telegraph, Charles writes to Mary: “Yesterday was the bitterest and darkest day I have ever spent here. Early in the morning bad news commenced arriving. 1st a Baltimore paper of the 6th in which the complete rout and pursuit of our army under Gen. Lee was given with much circumstantiality and detail… Gettysburg seems to have been another Sharpsburg [Antietam]… We have lost 11000 killed and wounded and 4000 prisoners and have been compelled to fall back for want of ammunition to be nearer our base. Any loss such as this is equal to defeat for us… Only three days ago we were in the flood of success and now in so short a time on the very ebb of despondency.”

Then, as he so often did, Charles abruptly cuts from war news to a deeply personal confession: “I feel sick whenever my thoughts turn to that place [Taylor’s Creek] and its hopeless prospects. If I allowed myself to dwell on it I believe I should go melancholy mad.”

Melancholy mad. A powerful alliteration, and the first hint that Charles was suffering from something darker than war-induced gloom. As the war drags on, his letters become sprinkled with mentions of “the winds of melancholy” and the “blue devils” that afflict him: “I do feel most dreadfully depressed and pray for consolation. I believe I am mad about the corn. I dream of it nightly and about starvation at home. I have never been so ‘blue’ in all my life.”
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Richmond in Ruins.



A WORLD REMADE

Eventually, perhaps inevitably, the “goods” moving back and forth between Taylor’s Creek and Richmond came to include human beings. Desperate for cash and tormented by nightmares of starvation, Charles decided to try to hire out some of his young slaves in Richmond, possibly as maids or orderlies, a practice that had become so commonplace that there was a glut of available labor in the city. Late in the cataclysmic summer of 1863, Charles writes to Mary: “I can hire out some girls and boys, I want you to get them ready and I will bring down some with me and you can send the others. I propose to hire out all of the age of Tina, Catherine, John, Fleming and others even smaller. I don’t like to sell them.”

Why not? Was it because Charles was shrewd enough to know that it was a bad business move to forfeit a valuable, cradle-to-grave asset for a short-term gain? Or was it because Charles, out of something that might be called compassion, was averse to breaking up his slaves’ families? The answer will never be known, but there is evidence that Charles was fighting his own internal war between two powerful forces: conscience and commerce. This inner war was such a fact of contemporary life that it had recently animated one of the most influential and enduring works of American literature.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s runaway best-selling novel published on the eve of the Civil War, was a teeming gallery of broad-brush types, including the brutal slave owner Simon Legree, the stoic slave Uncle Tom, and the sadistic overseers Sambo and Quimbo. Much more subtly, Stowe painted Tom’s owner, Arthur Shelby, as a decent man who feels genuine affection for Tom but reluctantly decides to sell him and another slave, Harry, to pay off debts. Upon learning of the plan, Harry’s mother, Eliza, flees with her son. The novel brilliantly illustrated the harsh truth that in the slave owner’s internal war between conscience and commerce, the winner would almost always be the dollar. Just about everyone read the book, which inflamed antislavery sentiment in the North and fanned secessionist leanings in the South. Harriet Beecher Stowe didn’t start the Civil War, but she surely hastened its arrival.

Charles Morris may have been soldiering alongside Arthur Shelby, but that didn’t compel him to free his slaves or speak out for abolition. His history wouldn’t allow it—or even allow him to consider it. The slave trade had begun in Virginia more than a century before the paterfamilias, William Morris, built Taylor’s Creek, and by the outbreak of the Civil War the family had owned slaves for nearly a century and a half. For White people in colonial and antebellum Virginia, slavery was an unquestioned fact of the entire social order, from the bottom rungs of society to the Founding Fathers. In his 2018 book, The War Before the War, the historian Andrew Delbanco pointed out that most White people in the American colonies thought enslaving a Black person was as reasonable as saddling a horse or training a dog.

Patrick Henry, the most famous son of Hanover County, was both an abolitionist and a fiery promoter of rebellion against the British crown. He was also a slave owner. He readily confessed that he was “drawn along” to keep his slaves because he did not want to go through “the general Inconveniency of living here without them.” The simple truth, as Delbanco has noted, was that Patrick Henry and people of like mind—including Charles Morris?—learned to live with their misgivings about slavery because it served their interests. It was convenient, it was profitable and, perhaps most crucial of all, it had always been so. “All other arguments on its behalf were bogus…” Delbanco writes, “and somewhere, in heart if not head, they knew it.”

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, to name just two of the Founding Fathers who owned slaves, both knew it. And yet both managed to reconcile their inner conflict. At the age of eleven, Washington inherited ten slaves from his father, and at the outbreak of the Revolutionary War he owned more than a hundred. He claimed he did so “very repugnantly to my own feelings” and kept them only because “imperious necessity compels.” His repugnance may have been genuine, but it did not stop him from clinging tenaciously to his human property. While serving as president in the new national capital of Philadelphia, Washington placed advertisements in three newspapers offering a $10 reward for the return of a twenty-three-year-old fugitive slave named Ona Judge—“a light Mulatto girl, much freckled, with very black eyes and bushy hair”—who had slipped out of the president’s mansion in the spring of 1796 and would eventually make her way to a new life as a free woman in New Hampshire. Judge was Martha Washington’s personal maid and she “absconded,” to use the president’s language, because Martha Washington planned to give her to her granddaughter Eliza as a wedding gift, which would have meant returning to the Washingtons’ plantation, Mount Vernon, in the slave state of Virginia. George Washington never caught Ona Judge, but he pursued her like a bloodhound for more than three years. His will stipulated that his slaves were to be freed after his death, in December 1799 (although not Ona Judge, who was owned by Martha Washington). The historian Annette Gordon-Reed, author of The Hemingses of Monticello, offers a plausible explanation for the disconnect between Washington’s words and his actions: “It’s saying, ‘Whatever I might think about slavery in the abstract, I should be able to do what I want with my property.’ ”

By the time of Ona Judge’s flight to freedom, Thomas Jefferson had spent years mastering the steps of this tricky dance. In 1769 he posted an advertisement in the Virginia Gazette offering a cash reward for the return of a fugitive “Mulatto” slave named Sandy, a shoemaker who had fled Monticello with his cobbler’s tools and one of Jefferson’s horses. Sandy, according to the advertisement, was “greatly addicted to drink, and when drunk is insolent and disorderly, and in his conversation he swears much, and in his behavior is artful and knavish.” It’s hard to grasp that the author of this peevish thumbnail sketch would soon pen lofty words about the equality of all men in the Declaration of Independence.

Sandy wasn’t the only light-skinned slave at Monticello, of course. After his wife’s death, Jefferson fathered six children with a slave named Sally Hemings, the focus of Gordon-Reed’s decorated book. Meanwhile, twenty-nine miles to the north, Jefferson’s neighbor James Madison was known to sit at the dinner table in his mansion, Montpelier, expounding on the evils of slavery—while being waited on by slaves.

Charles Morris left the expounding to others. In keeping with family tradition, he neither publicly denounced slavery nor embraced the windy rhetoric of its proponents who, quoting everyone from Aristotle to Saint Paul, claimed it was a blessing for African savages because it allowed them to escape the Dark Continent and taste the glorious fruits of Christian civilization. Charles lived in a lukewarm middle ground between these fevered extremes. He regarded slavery, almost blandly, as a business arrangement with benefits for both master and slave. Years after the war and emancipation, his eldest son Sylvanus would recall: “I frequently heard (my father) describe the relation between master and slave. He owned the land and the negroes, he supervised it and them, they cultivated the land, and thus a livelihood was made for him and his family, and for them and their families. He had the responsibility, they did the work.” This matter-of-fact formulation indicates that Charles neither sugarcoated the institution nor flinched at the coldest fact at the heart of it: that human beings owned other human beings, and the owned were nothing more (or less) than the legal property of the owner. And Charles Morris, like George Washington and Thomas Jefferson before him, believed he should be able to do what he wanted to do with his property.

What he wanted to do in the summer of 1863 was turn his young slaves’ labor into desperately needed cash. But his experiment with trying to hire them out did not start off well. Two weeks after the first boys and girls arrived in Richmond, he writes to Mary: “Our negroes are not yet hired and I fear they will eat their heads off before they are. Edith, Catherine, and Hugh Ella are still on hand.” Remember that name: Catherine.

Two weeks later, the news is better. A couple of slaves have been hired at a new hospital: “I saw Isaac yesterday. He and Cornelius are well and I told them if they could get off I would take them up with me on Saturday (to Taylor’s Creek). I am not sure they can leave. They are hired at Camp Jackson a new hospital near Hollywood (Cemetery) and have an easy time I reckon from what he tells me but says he is mighty lonesome.”

This is revealing on two levels. First, Charles is sensitive to his young slaves’ loneliness and homesickness, and he tries to make arrangements for them to spend a weekend with their families—hardly the actions of an uncaring taskmaster. Second, Isaac and Cornelius are employed in the new hospital strategically located next to Hollywood Cemetery, west of Richmond, where 18,000 Confederate dead would eventually be buried. At Jackson, the wounded had a conveniently short journey from operating room to sick bed to grave.

In February, Charles reports that the last of his slaves have been hired out, but his relief is short-lived. The girls keep getting fired for various acts of insubordination, inspiring Charles to send Mary a curious plea: “These negro girls will run me distracted. They are out of hand again. Shall I sell them? I wish you would advise it. I can’t stand them much longer. They are utterly worthless, and don’t give satisfaction any where.”

I wish you would advise it. Clearly, the thought of selling his slaves is still repellent to Charles, but now a new factor has joined the clash between conscience and commerce: the quest for peace of mind. It sounds as though he would be willing to offload these “worthless” girls at any price just to be rid of them, but he begs his wife to condone the distasteful—and imprudent—act because he doesn’t want to shoulder the responsibility alone. It’s possible to read this plea as equivocation, or weakness, or an inability to rise above one of slavery’s most fundamental cruelties. Whatever the case, Charles is approaching the breaking point.

In April, he breaks. In a letter to Mary, he says, “I write you a hasty line by Billy who takes Catherine home because she is too bad to hire out. I wish you to tell Mr. Luck (the overseer) from me that I want him to take her and give her a good whipping for two things, one for being a rogue as she has shown herself and 2d for failing to behave herself in two places she was hired.”

Just as he pleaded with Mary to condone the sale of the young slaves, Charles now delegates the distasteful act of punishing Catherine to unlucky Luck. Or did Luck relish such assignments? There is a sizable literature revealing that many white southerners—overseers, masters, even mistresses—derived pleasure from punishing slaves that bordered on the erotic. Another detail remains unknown: what constituted a “good whipping” at Taylor’s Creek? Was it a flogging with the dreaded cat-o’-nine-tails, which left ropy scars? Or was it a whipping with a willow switch, the sort of corporal punishment commonly applied by parents to wayward children at that time? The answer is unknowable, but the fact is that Catherine, at Charles’s orders, was whipped.



As spring blurred into the oppressively hot summer of 1864, the two armies were locked, like scorpions in a bottle, in a bloody rolling struggle to the death. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant was determined to seize Richmond and put an end to the war, and Gen. Robert E. Lee was just as determined to prevent that from happening. The preceding three years, bloody as they were, were a mere warm-up for an entirely new level of slaughter. Lee’s hope, still alive from the previous summer, was to hold out until the fall election, when the war-weary northern electorate would surely vote out President Abraham Lincoln and a new president would sue for peace. But first Lee had to deal with Grant, a different breed of northern general, one who pushed his army southward with a merciless whip, unfazed by heavy losses, always advancing. From the Wilderness to Spotsylvania to Cold Harbor, the carnage continued until June, when the Union army crossed the James River and approached fortified Petersburg, the last obstacle standing between it and Richmond. The Army of the Potomac had lost 50,000 men in a month of savage fighting, half as many as it had lost in the three previous years, prompting First Lady Mary Lincoln to call Grant “a butcher” with “no regard for life.”

The encroaching butchery had begun to affect Charles’s body as well as his mind. “This very hot weather I stay indoors as it makes me very weak and languid,” he writes to Mary. “I think I have fallen off a great deal, my clothes hang on me loosely… I suppose it must be continued anxiety of my mind that makes me so.” He adds: “The rumors of raids and Yankees in every direction keeps us in such a panic that I hardly know what to do.”

Mary, meanwhile, is anxious about their year-old son John. She writes to a cousin: “My darling little baby is very poorly, teething with a high fever and his mouth in such a fix he can’t nurse.” Then Mary reports that an aunt and her family have moved in with her because the Yankees ruined their farm, killing sixty hogs, taking three horses, cutting up the carpets for saddle blankets, stripping the house, knocking down the slave cabins, and stealing potatoes, salt, and peas. Four of the family’s slaves ran away with the Yankees, but the rest brought the surviving livestock to Taylor’s Creek. The place was beginning to resemble a refugee camp.

By then the siege of Petersburg had settled into a stalemate, a bearable state of affairs for the Confederacy, but the news from elsewhere was bad and about to get worse. Atlanta fell in early September, freeing Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman to march to the sea, then slash his way through the Carolinas to join forces with Grant. Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, the breadbasket of the Confederacy, was finally lost to Union Gen. Philip Sheridan, who set about turning the fertile farmland into scorched earth. Hundreds of Confederate soldiers were deserting every day, further thinning the gray thread around Petersburg.

Charles, meanwhile, offers this assessment of his home county: “Hanover is becoming entirely lawless, robbery and pillage are all the time going on.” Concerned about Mary and the boys, and convinced that Richmond was safe—or at least safer than lawless Hanover County—Charles rented the second floor of a three-story apartment house on Grace Street not far from the quartermaster’s office and the capitol. As snow and ice blanketed the countryside and fighting ground to a halt, the Morris family welcomed “much company and numbers of visitors,” according to one account, and their flat became “the scene of much activity.” It was also the scene of much illness. Sylvanus and Jim were revisited by whooping cough during that bitter winter, and John nearly died of pneumonia.



When the spring thaw came, Mary returned to Taylor’s Creek with the boys, Grant resumed his efforts to strangle Lee at Petersburg, and Charles began to prepare for the inevitable—and its inevitable aftermath. He used four hundred of his shrinking Confederate dollars to buy an ounce of gold—“because they charge $250 for ½ ounce” and because gold would be the only thing sure to have value after the fall of the Confederacy and the collapse of its currency. He then gives Mary instructions for a top-secret mission: “I suggest to you and Cousin Sara while (Mary’s brother) Walter is at home to get him in the most secret manner, without the knowledge of a single negro, to bury all the silver plate and valuables of that kind you have, securing them as well as you can. It may be all that will be left to us to live on and it is very essential it should be done at a quiet time and in a quiet way. If the enemy come a search will be made for such things and if found all will go. It makes me sick to hear how desolate some persons have been left, without food, or money. It is well to provide against contingencies.”

While Mary was carrying out this clandestine mission, Charles received a belated promotion to the rank of major by his superior officer, Quartermaster Gen. Alexander Lawton, whom Charles scorned as “a martinet and strict, the usual military style.” Though welcome, Charles’s promotion could not postpone the inevitable. The news reached Jefferson Davis while he was attending Sunday services at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Richmond on the morning of April 2. The color drained from Davis’s face as he read the note from Lee: “My lines are broken in three places. Richmond must be evacuated this evening.”

And so, as Lee’s army retreated, Charles boarded the train carrying the Confederate government out of Richmond, headed for Danville. Richmond was already being put to the torch to ensure the Yankees would seize a tarnished prize. First to go were the remnants of the Confederate fleet docked in the James River, then, spectacularly, the nearby arsenals, with shells exploding in the sky and magazines igniting. It looked and sounded like a battle as the flames swallowed hundreds of buildings. The next day the city, like Atlanta months before, was in ruins as President Lincoln walked the streets, cheered by ecstatic Black people. The world’s first modern war—the first to use the telegraph, the railroad, the camera, hot-air balloons, rifled gun barrels, repeating rifles, ironclads, mines, and entrenched defenses—was all but over.



Charles made it as far as Charlotte, North Carolina, where he was captured by victorious Yankees, informed of Lee’s surrender, and made a prisoner of war. He was returned to Dover Mines in Goochland County, not far from his father-in-law’s house, where John had been born two summers earlier. There, on May 13, after swearing “not to take part in hostilities against the Government of the United States,” Maj. Charles Morris was paroled by the order of Maj. George W. Hindes of the 96th New York Volunteers and given permission to return to his home in Hanover County.

Charles arrived at Taylor’s Creek with a few gold pieces hidden in the band of his hat, his capital for starting a new life in a world remade by war. On his three-hundred-mile journey home, all he saw was devastation and sorrow. It would have been impossible for him to know that the nation was on the brink of the Age of Astonishment.
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Slaves in Hanover County, Virginia, during the Civil War.



LET IT BURN

When he came out of the woods and up the steep lane that leads to the front door of Taylor’s Creek, Charles Morris was burning with two questions: How will my family survive? And what will become of the former slaves still living on my land?

The answer to the first question came with surprising ease. Hackett and Luck had overseen the spring planting, and the farm, unlike so many across the South, had been untouched by the war. The place was well stocked with implements, sheep, hogs, cattle, and work animals, and the crops would flourish that summer. Considering what he’d witnessed on his long journey home, Charles must have felt that he and his family had been blessed with incredible luck.

The answer to the second question proved thornier. Charles had dreamed of setting up a law practice in Richmond after the war, but the city’s physical and economic ruin, coupled with the day-to-day challenges of reviving the farm operation, ruled out that option. By the time Charles returned home, some of the family’s slaves had surely melted away, most likely drawn to Richmond, a magnet for Black people giddy with newfound freedom and eager to find well-paid jobs far from the scenes of their bondage. They were almost always disappointed. The Black population of the South’s ten largest cities doubled in the five years after the war, and instead of finding good jobs, these new arrivals found glutted labor markets that shunted them into grunt work and filthy, crowded shantytowns. Occupying federal troops took to rounding up “vagrants” in these proto-ghettos and delivering them to plantation owners to work the fields.

The freed slaves who decided to stay on at Taylor’s Creek appeared to fare better. While many southerners treated their former slaves harshly, Charles, as recounted by his son Sylvanus, took a relatively benign approach: “He called up his negroes and told them they were free, offered to let them parcels of land on long, easy leases, helped them get farming implements, and for some of them went security on the purchase of work animals.” In addition to tending their leased plots, freedmen could work Charles’s land under contract.

These actions did not go unnoticed. There is compelling evidence that Hanover County freedmen pushed for Charles to serve on the three-man Freedmen’s Court, which was charged with adjudicating civil and criminal cases between Black and White citizens as well as between freedmen. Many of the disputes were over nonpayment of wages, since contracts with illiterate freedmen were usually oral and therefore easy to ignore. This judicial system was far from perfect, but for the first time, a Black man in Hanover County could have his day in court.

Even more striking than his largess and his pursuit of justice for freedmen was Charles’s contribution to one of the central transformations of postwar Black life. Early in 1869 he donated an acre of land about a mile from the farmhouse to a former slave named Stephen Anderson, leader of a congregation of Black Baptists who set about erecting a crude weatherboard church on the property. No longer willing to sit in the back pews or the balconies of White churches listening to White preachers, freedmen yearned to establish churches of their own, an impulse that led to a revolution within the larger drama of Reconstruction. On the eve of the war, more than 40,000 Blacks worshiped in biracial Methodist churches in South Carolina. By the 1870s, all but 600 had left for Black churches.

During Reconstruction and beyond, Black churches like Montpelier’s Bethany Baptist, which is still in operation today, would become much more than houses of worship. They were the glue of an emerging Black social order, offering political gatherings, picnics, forums for resolving disputes, and schools to augment those set up under the Freedmen’s Bureau. More than 90 percent of the South’s Black populace had been illiterate at the outbreak of the Civil War, and now young and old flocked to the nearest schools, hungry to learn, convinced that the ability to read and write and tot up figures, along with the right to vote, were the surest tools for digging their way out of centuries of poverty and invisibility.

It was natural that the men at the center of these self-contained universes—Black preachers like Stephen Anderson—would become the first foot soldiers in the Black political struggle, performing tasks that ranged from registering voters to running for elective office. In 1870, Hiram Rhodes Revels of Mississippi, a teacher and ordained minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, became the first Black man to serve in the US Senate. More than one hundred Black ministers would win legislative seats by the end of Reconstruction, and it’s possible to draw a line from Bethany Baptist Church to Dexter Avenue Baptist Church and the emergence of Martin Luther King Jr. and other Black preachers a century later as the vanguard of the civil rights movement.

Charles’s treatment of his former slaves and his gift of land to Bethany Baptist are not to suggest that kumbaya racial harmony was universal at Taylor’s Creek. History and the nature of American slavery made that impossible. There were signs of festering resentment even among the former slaves who decided to stay on after the war. It began with thwarting Charles’s clandestine plot to hide the family’s precious silverware. As instructed, Mary had put all the silver in a chest and all the jewelry in a tin box, which she and her brother Walter took into the woods and buried. When Charles went to dig up this treasure after the war, he discovered that the chest was gone and someone had rifled through the tin box. The only things the thieves left behind were a sugar bowl and a soup ladle. Mary began to put two and two together. She remembered that when she and her brother were carrying the treasure into the woods, they’d passed a Black boy named Wilson, the son of slaves, who appeared to be minding cows but was, Mary realized in retrospect, paying close attention to what he was witnessing. Wilson had been a sickly baby, and Mary had ordered him brought to the house every morning to be fed. As soon as the war ended, Wilson’s family was the first to leave, and it was reported later that they were living in Richmond and were known to have “a lot of pretty things.” Mary’s indignation over the betrayal must have been bitter and deep.

Now she embarked on a more treacherous mission. The family had moved to Williamsburg before the war when Charles was hired to teach law at William & Mary, and they had carried furniture with them, including heirlooms that had been in the family for generations. Shortly after the war, Mary went to Williamsburg with Charles’s brother Sylvanus to fetch the furniture, but they were told that a former slave named Martha Morris had taken the furniture to a boarding house she was running in Norfolk. Now Mary was on fire. She and Sylvanus continued on to Norfolk and confronted Martha, a brazen thing to do in a city that had been under Yankee control for years and was now disinclined to welcome a former slave owner come to reclaim property from a former slave. But in the face of Mary’s fury, Martha relinquished the furniture, and Mary had it shipped back to Taylor’s Creek, where it’s still in use today. Yes, the woman had starch in her.

There were other signs of ill will among the family’s former slaves. Charles had built a kitchen on the back of the house, and one night, under suspicious circumstances, fire broke out there. The kitchen was gutted and the paint on the back of the house was scorched, but a lack of wind kept the fire from spreading. Charles had an inordinate fear of fire, and a suspicious one like this would have been enough to make anyone uneasy.



As that fall’s crops were being harvested, Charles hit on a new moneymaking scheme. He converted the dining room into a classroom and began teaching a few dozen sons of his neighbors and relatives, including teenagers who had fought in the war. Virginia did not yet have public schools, and children were educated, if they were educated at all, at such impromptu private academies. Though tuition and board were low and some of it was never paid, the school was a success for three years, and Charles later claimed he made more clear profit from it than he ever made before or since. John, now walking and talking, might have wandered into that makeshift schoolroom from time to time and become intoxicated by the sight of his father scribbling equations on a chalkboard, lecturing rows of attentive boys, drilling them on Latin and Greek verbs. The power of the man at the front of that snug little room was absolute, and to an impressionable, bookish boy it would have been absolutely seductive.



Mary gave birth to a fourth son, Charles Ed, in the fall of 1866. On John’s fifth birthday two summers later, June 23, 1868, a Wisconsin tinkerer patented an invention that would become central to John’s life. The man was named Christopher Latham Sholes, and he called his rudimentary creation the typewriter.

It was an inelegant wooden box that resembled a miniature piano, right down to its two rows of keys made of ebony and ivory. The machine’s numerals and letters, all capitals, were arranged this way:


3 5 7 9 N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

2 4 6 8 . A B C D E F G H I J K L M



I and O served as 1 and 0. Though crude, the basic principles were in place, including keys that struck an inked tape of tissue paper against a sheet of paper fastened to a cylindrical platen and a ratchet that moved the carriage by the width of a tooth every time a key was struck.

With his colleagues, Carlos Glidden and Samuel Soulé, Sholes worked feverishly to refine the machine. A thousand miles away, first in Boston and then in New York, a telegrapher named Thomas Alva Edison was working even more feverishly to produce his own earliest innovations, including a stock ticker, a fire alarm, a facsimile telegraph printer, and, the winner of his first patent, 1868’s electrochemical vote recorder.

In an effort to satisfy the speed demands of telegraph operators, the trio of Wisconsin inventors eventually developed the QWERTY keyboard arrangement still in use on typewriters, laptops, and smart phones, with keys for both upper- and lower-case letters as well as assorted symbols. In 1874, they produced their first marketable machine, which was manufactured by the Remington Arms Company and priced at $125, a small fortune at the time. The typewriter was, in the words of the Smithsonian Museum, “one of the most complicated pieces of mechanical machinery ever to enter mass production and widespread use.” Mark Twain was an early adopter. His 1883 memoir, Life on the Mississippi, is believed to be the first book delivered to a publisher as a typescript rather than a manuscript—though his secretary did the typing, giving birth to the stubborn stigma that typing was “woman’s work.” By 1890, 100,000 Remington typewriters were in use, more commonly in offices and banks than in writers’ garrets.

The typewriter, along with Edison’s early inventions and the thousands of others that would soon pour out of laboratories and workshops around the world, had the cumulative effect of shrinking distances and speeding up life. The typewriter would become a vital tool in John Morris’s working life and in the working lives of the next two generations of his family, up to and beyond the advent of the personal computer. I’m writing these words on a Royal manual typewriter built in 1940, toward the end of John’s long, word-drenched life. The machine works as well today as it did the day it came off the assembly line in Hartford, Connecticut, eighty years ago. It’s my lone cherished relic from the Age of Astonishment.



Charles Morris had been two weeks shy of his thirty-fifth birthday when the Civil War broke out, a college graduate and law professor with no military training—hardly the stuff of an officer or a foot soldier. But there were other factors besides age and lack of training that led to his assignment to the quartermaster’s corps, far from the shooting and with frequent weekend furloughs. “That right there,” my father said only half-jokingly, “showed him to be a man of superior intelligence.” But smarts was not the whole story. Charles had volunteered for military service and, with the original one-year enlistments due to expire in the spring of 1862, the Confederate Congress, fearful of a looming troop shortage, passed the first conscription act in American history, a year ahead of President Abraham Lincoln’s. The Confederate Congress’s fear was understandable. After a year of brutal, inconclusive fighting, the giddy post-Sumter euphoria was long gone. Few volunteers were inclined to reenlist. The draft law required three years of military service by all White males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five. The law was modified in the fall, granting an exemption to one White male per plantation with twenty or more slaves, the so-called Twenty-Slave Law, which was designed to secure the food supply and control the slave populace but sparked bitter grumbling among small farmers and foot soldiers that this had become a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight. Though Charles, now thirty-six and the owner of more than twenty slaves, was free to leave the army and go home, he stayed at his post in Richmond. The only explanation was that he felt a sense of duty to a cause he believed in. Yet the fact remains that an office job with frequent weekend furloughs was, indeed, a light wartime assignment. What was behind it? Quite simply, his family’s station in society. In a word: Class.

Class—the unspeakable taboo of America’s fantasy life, the dogged driver of its factual life from the very beginning right down to today—had steered the family’s fate long before the war. In a sense, class had always been in play, ever since William Morris arrived in Hanover County in the early eighteenth century and the family began acquiring slaves and amassing thousands of acres of land. Little is known about William Morris’s life in Europe, but he is believed to have sailed from Glamorgan County in southern Wales, probably from Swansea or Cardiff. It’s safe to assume that anyone who undertook the treacherous North Atlantic crossing to a volatile and violent New World was in less than solid circumstances, possibly in serious legal trouble or debt, at the very least hungry for a fresh start and willing to roll the dice. The gentleman, the prosperous merchant, the member of the landed gentry—he almost never traded the comfort and familiarity of the Old World for the harshness and uncertainty of the New.

Though William Morris and his immediate descendants were quick to prosper, there was nothing refined about them or the country they worked so vigorously to tame. Hanover County was a frontier, and these were raw, striving, barely literate men. In a memoir composed in the mid–nineteenth century, a cousin named John Blair Dabney wrote that William was “endowed with a full share of the resolute will and impatience of dictation which still remains a distinctive trait in the character of his descendants.” William was “imperfectly educated,” Dabney adds, but “versed in the transaction of business.” The business was farming, particularly the cultivation of tobacco, which was carted to one of the nearby landings on the Pamunkey River and loaded onto boats that carried it down to the York River and the harbor at Hampton Roads and then across the Atlantic to London, where it fetched a handsome price. Sot weed, as it was known, made William Morris and many of his descendants nearly rich, but it did not bring instantaneous refinement.

“Never have I known a family, whose lineaments either good, or bad, are stamped on more indelible characters,” Dabney writes of his Morris cousins. William’s only son, Sylvanus, is described as “a man of tempestuous and vindictive passions” with “an impulsive and ungovernable temperament.” The following generations produced men who were “unduly disputatious and unyielding” or “prone to suspicion, distrustful of the professions, and a harsh judge of the motives of men.” Some were gripped by “an inordinate love of money.” One had a “blunt and almost rude manner.” Another “a lofty self-reliance bordering on churlishness.” Their nicknames revealed their rusticity: Creek Billy and Billy Beeswax.

They may have had rough edges, but the Morris men knew how to make money. They kept precise ledgers, down to the penny, of a lively commerce that included the buying and selling of hogsheads of tobacco, barrels of flour, bushels of wheat and corn, kegs of horseshoes, gallons of whisky, sides of beef. Their business dealings were marked by disputes—over the precise acreage of a plat of land, over the quality of a shipment of “old” bacon, over how much a worker was owed, and when. There were detailed notations on the costs of “drayage” and “cooperage” and “canal tolls.” Bills of sale reveal that slaves changed hands for $500 to $750 apiece, and they were rented out for $14 a month. Rewards were paid to the captors of runaways. Over time, William’s descendants settled in neighboring Louisa County and even bought land as far west as Kentucky. They built handsome homes called Grassdale, Hawkwood, Sylvania, and Green Springs, far grander than Taylor’s Creek, emblems of expanding prosperity and prestige. Their correspondents included Hanover County natives Henry Clay and Patrick Henry, and they were never shy about letting their feelings, however unpleasant, be known. As Dabney put it: “It was a distinguishing trait in the whole Morris family, at least in its elder branch, that they abhorred all disguise & dissimulation—that they wore no mask over their opinions, & were too frank & open, too indifferent to the censure of the world, to conceal their feelings…. They had no spice of that politic hypocrisy, which consults appearances in every action, & by servile subserviency to public opinion in externals, contrives to hide its infirmities, & to win an undeserved popularity in the world.”

These words, written more than a decade before John Morris’s birth, predicted his character with uncanny precision and led me to twinned realizations: blood is destiny; and the key to John’s character was that he, even more starkly than his forebears, was indifferent to censure and had no interest in winning the world’s approval. I would come to see this defining trait as a virtue and a vice, John’s blessing and his curse.

From the very beginning, the family’s bad lineaments were on vivid, sometimes lurid, display. After William Morris’s wife died, he took the scandalous step of marrying an indentured servant many years his junior, opening a bitter rift with his son, who, according to Dabney, became “highly incensed at this degradation of the family dignity.” The marriage produced five daughters and it was, Dabney added, “at all times indiscreet, from the disparity of years and condition, but particularly objectionable at that period when the distinction of classes was much more clearly defined, & vigorously enforced than in our present state of society.”

Why did William do it? Because, quite simply, he was indifferent to censure—from both his class and his family. So bitter was the rift between father and son that William disinherited Sylvanus and willed his thousands of acres and his forty slaves to his daughters and their children. The names of those slaves make for a haunting litany: Sillah, Fellishie, Canterberry, Sibba, Obie, Hamick, Jocko, and Tom. After parceling them out to everyone but his son, William drives home the snub: “I give and bequeath to my son Sylvanus Morris one brindle cow and calf at my home plantation, and two steers at Duckinghole plantation.”

This detail in William Morris’s will was a revelation to me. Since boyhood I have regarded slavery as an abomination, and the American strain as particularly virulent. Slaves in antebellum America had little hope of tasting freedom, and their bondage was passed on to all successive generations. The horrors of slavery have been well documented, but William Morris opened my eyes to one of its subtler evils. Slaves were personal property, yes, but until I read William’s will I had failed to appreciate that chattel could be put to any use their owner desired. They could even be turned into the flesh-and-blood coinage of reward and punishment. To me—to naïve me?—this was a new level of dehumanization.

Ralph Ellison said we don’t choose our relatives but we do choose our ancestors. Until I read William Morris’s will, I had not fully understood why I was drawn to John Morris but not to his forebears. It’s not only because John lived in remarkable times; it’s also at least partly because John was born at the moment when slavery was abolished, and thus he was a member of the first generation of the family free of its moral stain. We don’t choose the circumstances of our birth any more than we choose our relatives, but eventually we do choose what to believe about those circumstances. John would grow up to see slavery as evil, and he would refuse to join the White South’s campaigns to romanticize the Lost Cause or subjugate and ostracize freed Negroes. He then went a step further to acknowledge something I also acknowledge: that being born into America’s White middle class bestows privileges unknown to Sillah and Obie and Jocko and Tom—or to their descendants, including those alive today. And, going even further, John and I acknowledge that this privilege carries responsibility, which is very different from guilt. Like Edward Ball, another descendant of slave owners, who is quoted in this book’s epigraph, John and I never felt guilt over the crimes of our ancestors. No one can be culpable for acts of people long dead. But, like Ball, I do feel accountable—responsible to try to understand the past, and explain it. That responsibility begets another: I cannot allow myself to ignore or forget the fact that the circumstances of my birth have given me privileges many people will never know.

So in taking up with a servant girl many years his junior, William Morris not only alienated his son and produced a will that opened my eyes; he also flouted eighteenth-century Virginia’s clearly defined and rigorously enforced class distinctions. During the Revolutionary War, a British officer named Thomas Anbury traveled extensively through Virginia, which was still largely frontier, the roads often little more than rutted, haphazard tracks through fields and blue forests. While staying in Goochland County with cousins of Thomas Jefferson, not far from John Morris’s birthplace, Anbury produced this sketch of Virginia’s class hierarchy:


There were, and still are, three degrees of ranks among the inhabitants, exclusive of negroes…. The first class consists of gentlemen of the best families and fortunes (who) for the most part have had liberal educations… The second class consists of such a strange mixture…. They are, however, hospitable, generous and friendly; but for want of a proper knowledge of the world, and a good education, as well as from their continual intercourse with their slaves, over whom they are accustomed to tyrannize, with all their good qualities they are rude, ferocious, and haughty, much attached to gaming and dissipation, particularly horse-racing and cock-fighting.

The third class… are averse to labor, much addicted to liquor, and when intoxicated, extremely savage and revengeful.



For all their unruly passions and occasional flouting of these rigid class distinctions, the Morrises assumed a respectable station in colonial and post-Revolutionary society. They were members of a nascent rural gentry—Anbury’s “first class”—that was self-contained and self-perpetuating, rarely touched by the wider world. Most of them were respectable and a few of them were interesting, as a cousin of mine noted, but none were important. The Morris who came closest to breaking out of this insular cocoon was Charles’s father, known in the family as “Great Richard,” an orator in league with Patrick Henry who attended Washington College (now Washington & Lee University), practiced law with considerable success, was a rapt spectator at Aaron Burr’s trial for treason in Richmond, then ran for Congress in 1814 as a Federalist and staunch opponent of “Mr. Madison’s War” of 1812. Richard lost the election but served on the commission that rewrote the state constitution in 1829, and he was elected to several terms as Hanover County’s representative in the Virginia House of Delegates. A portrait of him now hanging at Taylor’s Creek reveals a delicate, almost foppish man with side whiskers, forward-swept curls, and a hawkish nose. An imperious smile is beginning to dance on his shiny pink lips. It would surprise me if this grandee ever spent a day working with his hands.

With Great Richard, the Morrises began to look beyond the cloistered world of the Virginia gentleman farmer. They pursued higher education that would afford them entry to the more esteemed professions, as lawyers, doctors, academics, writers, businessmen, and journalists. W. J. Cash, one of the most astute students of the southern mind, noted that the Morris family’s striving was part of a regional trend. A southerner like Great Richard, Cash wrote, “sent his sons to William & Mary and afterward to the English universities or the law schools of London. These sons brought home… more developed and subtle notions of class.” Richard and his descendants didn’t follow this blueprint precisely, but close enough. Richard’s youngest son, Charles, got his bachelor’s and law degrees from the University of Virginia, then toured Europe and taught law at William & Mary. Charles’s father-in-law, Dr. John Morris, studied medicine in Edinburgh. Charles’s son John, my grandfather, studied in Berlin, Freiburg, and Copenhagen. His son Charles spent a postgraduate year at Oxford, birthplace of his son, yet another John (Nelson) Morris, who grew up to be a professor and an acclaimed poet. Once Great Richard set the ball rolling, it refused to stop.



The first years of Reconstruction brought whiplash change to the nation, to the South, and to the Morris family. The war and the Thirteenth Amendment of 1865 had forever freed the slaves, but monumental questions still loomed. Would freedmen be granted the right to vote? Would former Confederates be barred from voting or holding elective office? And under what conditions would southern states be readmitted to the Union?

The answers were quick to arrive. The establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865 and the passage of the Civil Rights Act a year later initiated a flurry of new laws. In addition to reuniting Black families, the Freedmen’s Bureau worked with northern societies committed to educating former slaves and giving them the tools to participate in a democracy. By 1869, some 3,000 schools with 150,000 pupils were reporting to the bureau—and those figures don’t include the ubiquitous evening schools operated by churches, missionary societies, and literate Black individuals. One such school was established at Bethany Baptist Church. The Civil Rights Act codified the freedoms guaranteed by the Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth Amendment, defining a citizen as any person born in the United States (except Indigenous people) and spelling out the rights they were to enjoy without regard to race, including the rights to make contracts and bring lawsuits. It prohibited states from denying any citizen equal protection under the law.

The Reconstruction Act of 1867 divided the South into five military districts, with Union Gen. John Schofield in charge of Virginia, the First Military District. In 1868, while a new state constitution was being hammered out in Richmond, Schofield appointed a Michigan lawyer and former Union officer named Henry Horatio Wells as provisional governor. Wells advocated full civil and voting rights for freedmen, free public schools for all children, and the shifting of tax burdens from poor Virginians to wealthier landowners. His northern origins and Radical Republican views branded him a carpetbagger of the worst kind in the eyes of the Morris family and many of their White neighbors.

That year also brought the election of Ulysses S. Grant as president and passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, which the historian Eric Foner has called “the most important ever added to the Constitution.” The first of its five clauses prohibited states from abridging equality before the law of any person born or naturalized in the United States. The second clause stopped short of bestowing universal suffrage and instead offered southern states a choice: enfranchise freedmen or forfeit seats in Congress. The third clause did not deny former Confederates the vote, but it barred from state and local office men who had sworn allegiance to the US Constitution and then aided the Confederacy. Though he had no political ambitions, Charles Morris was surely stung by this last rebuke.

As important as it was, the Fourteenth Amendment was “a fatal and total surrender” in the eyes of many Radical Republicans because it kept alive the right of states to limit voting based on race. It was also a bitter disappointment to Susan B. Anthony and her fellow advocates of women’s suffrage because it injected the word “male” into the Constitution and failed to give women the vote. For that they would have to wait another half-century.

Amid this political upheaval, Charles came to a sobering realization: land could no longer be equated with wealth in the South because landowners no longer controlled the labor market. He was learning firsthand what it meant to be land rich and cash poor. Great Richard’s turn away from farming and toward the law and politics may have been a luxury made possible by wealth and privilege, but for Charles and succeeding generations, such a turn was no luxury. It was their response to that most fundamental Darwinian mandate: adapt or die. And so when his old friend William LeRoy Broun alerted him to a vacant professorship in English and Belles Lettres at the University of Georgia, Charles eagerly applied. He got the job, and in January of 1869, after shuttering his school, he left alone on the three-day journey to Athens, a charming, drowsy college town perched on a hill sixty miles northeast of Atlanta. It was a momentous start to a momentous year.



“That year,” Charles’s eldest son Sylvanus would recall later, “Virginia made a successful effort to free herself from carpetbag, scalawag, and Negro rule.” That effort was centered on one of the first major tests of Reconstruction. With a new state constitution ratified, it was time for all male Virginians—Black and White—to elect a governor. On a ticket with a Black physician named Joseph Harris as candidate for lieutenant governor, Wells ran against Gilbert Walker, who had the support of moderate Republicans and conservatives—and the Morris family. “The situation was explained to the Negroes at Taylor’s Creek,” Sylvanus wrote, “and all said: ‘We is gwine do like Marster said.’ ” Slavery may have been dead, but the old honorifics of “Marster” and “Mistiss” lived on; Charles and Mary were about to learn that their control over their former slaves did not.

When the votes were tallied, Walker had soundly defeated Wells. “The evening of election day,” Sylvanus continued, “Mother went down to the (Negro) quarters and asked how they had voted. Old Washington said they had all voted for Wells.” What he surely meant was that they had all voted for Wells’s Black running mate. Mary flew into a rage. “Mother then said: ‘Every one of you move off this place at once!’ When she returned to the house and told my grandmother, who was there, what she had done, the latter said: ‘I wonder you were not afraid.’ This was the first moment the thought of fear had entered Mother’s mind.”

If this is a fact, it’s an astounding one. From the very beginning, from the day in 1619 when some two dozen enslaved Africans shuffled off a ship at Point Comfort, Virginia, fear was woven deeply into the fabric of American slavery. Slaves feared the lash and the shackle, torture, mutilation, family separation, and death, while Whites feared acts of insurrection, from “absconding” to arson fires to poisoned food, on up to terror of a full-blown slave revolt. Nearly half of the residents of Virginia were Black, and Taylor’s Creek is a hundred miles from Southampton County, where in 1831 a slave named Nat Turner led an uprising in which fifty White people were killed before two hundred of the rebels were captured, beaten, and executed. The escaped slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass applauded the sowing of fear in the slave owner. “We must make him feel that there is death in the air about him,” Douglass wrote, “that there is death in the pot before him, that there is death all around him.” Charles and Mary Morris surely grew up hearing stories about Nat Turner and the ship Creole, which was transporting more than one hundred slaves from Richmond to New Orleans when the slaves, according to widespread newspaper accounts, attacked one of the owners with clubs, spikes, and knives, stabbing him to death.
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