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Prologue

A DOZEN YEARS after the Civil War, the South overturned its outcome. Representatives of Ohio governor and former Union general Rutherford B. Hayes surrendered to former Confederates who had become United States senators and congressmen, and Hayes’s emissaries agreed to restore to the South the complete home rule Confederate armies had lost in the rebellion quelled in 1865. In return, Southerners provided the thin margin that defeated Democrat Samuel J. Tilden and elected Hayes president. Bending their conservative-Democratic principles, they certified questionable Republican ballots in Louisiana and South Carolina and handed those states to Hayes, thereby deciding a deadlocked race by a single electoral vote and averting a threatened resumption of formal hostilities. Once installed as the nation’s nineteenth chief executive, Hayes withdrew from Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida the last occupation troops of Reconstruction. The Confederate South was left free virtually to reenslave that third of its people whom Abraham Lincoln had declared emancipated in 1863.

The twelve-year struggle following Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, Virginia, was in some ways as ugly as the four years of war had been: a guerrilla affair in which bands of unreconstructed rebels made night attacks in ghostly shrouds symbolizing the Confederate dead. Their methods, however, were anything but ghostly. Beating, whipping, and murdering, they drove from ballot boxes blacks and whites seeking—some sincerely, some otherwise—to further the fragile concept of racial equality. Before Hayes’s surrender, these night riders already had recaptured most of the old Confederacy piecemeal. The political power in Virginia and Tennessee had been reclaimed in 1869, North Carolina and Alabama the following year, Georgia the year after that, Texas in 1873, Arkansas in 1874, and Mississippi in 1875. The Hayes “bargain,” as it became known, returned the final three secession states—Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina—to neo-Confederate control that would last most of another century.

While the ex-Confederates were anointing Hayes in Washington, the brief but pivotal leader of their clandestine war for Rebeldom’s restoration was dying in Memphis, Tennessee. Impoverished, old before his time, his magnificent frame reduced to a gaunt shell of hardly a hundred pounds, fifty-five-year-old Nathan Bedford Forrest—fiercest and arguably most brilliant icon in the Confederate military pantheon—had accepted at last the Christian faith of his family’s women and begun to sound repentant. A fellow Confederate general who saw him during this twilight of his strength found the once-demonic warrior possessing “the gentleness of expression, the voice and manner of a woman.”1

“I am not the same man you … knew,” he told a former military aide who hadn’t seen him in years.2

Hardly. The man the former subordinate had known was the South’s storied “Wizard of the Saddle”—an epic figure who, having risen from log cabin privation to wealth as an antebellum slave trader, became the only soldier South or North to join the military as a private and rise to the rank of lieutenant general. He was also the intrepid combatant who killed thirty Union soldiers hand to hand, had twenty-nine horses shot from beneath him, and was so feared by even his most warlike opponents that one of them, William T. Sherman himself, pronounced him a “devil” who should be “hunted down and killed if it costs 10,000 lives and bankrupts the [national] treasury.” Lee, Sherman, and other leaders on both sides ultimately were quoted as declaring him the most remarkable soldier the war produced.3

A cavalryman, Forrest was little given to the foolhardiness common to mounted soldiers in his era. He often conserved manpower by using his force as a lightning infantry whose horses were employed to reach critical points at which to dismount and fight behind cover. Whether he was mounted or afoot, however, his aim always was ultimately offensive: to find the most advantageous positions from which to attack—over and over, often from several directions at once. When the enemy turned to flee, he sometimes pursued for days, still attacking. Like the men of Stonewall Jackson, except more personally, Forrest’s soldiers feared him more than the enemy, and with good reason. Assaulting or shooting them with his own hands when they tried to run from battles, he compelled them to run in the opposite direction. His favorite military tactic was the charge, which he so trusted that he employed it even on a charging enemy rather than simply await assault.

Symbolizing his approach to life, the charge also was usually the best means of achieving one of his primary military goals. That goal, and his postwar description of it, became one of history’s more renowned formulas for the successful conduct of warfare. His aim, he said, was to get to the critical position “first with the most men.” That, however, was merely prefatory to his overall objective. Whereas Sherman famously defined war simply as “hell,” Forrest’s definition of it was more specific, refining organized combat to its awful essence. “War,” he said, “means fightin’, and fightin’ means killin’.”4

Albert T. Goodloe, meeting Forrest after the war aboard a steamboat, asked how he managed to win nearly all his battles despite almost invariably being severely outnumbered. The answer was that of a man who not only fought but thought. He said that most men regarded a battlefield “with horror and consternation” and that he therefore tried to make its initial appearance “as shocking to the enemy as … possibl[e],” hurling “his entire force against them in the fiercest and most warlike manner possible. He would thus overawe and demoralize … at the very start” and, “with unabated fury,” continue the demoralization “by a constant repetition of blows … killing, capturing, and driving them with but little difficulty.”5

Forrest had a low opinion of West Point dogma, particularly the maxim that a third or so of a commander’s force should be held in reserve. In the battle of Sand Mountain, he even sent forward the quarter of his force which normally held the horses of the others, ordering the animals to be tied to bushes. “If we are whipped,” he explained tersely to a skeptical subordinate, “we’ll not need any horses.”6

His unfailing fury was matched by a canny single-mindedness. His decisions under fire were generally quick and brilliant, as if he anticipated every battle development. Subordinates attributed this apparent prescience to cerebral bouts of “planning,” during which he sat motionless, chin on chest, or paced outdoors in methodical circles. His concentration was so rapt at such times that during one such outdoor walk, after being repeatedly interrupted by someone attempting to start a conversation, he knocked the man unconscious with a single blow of his fist and continued circling, stepping over the prostrate form each time his route brought him back to that place. Throughout it all, he said nothing.7

His cunning extended far beyond the mere mechanics of fighting. He was, for example, one of the Civil War’s most industrious gatherers and conservers of every military resource, from rifles to hogs. He also possessed a genius for spreading fear of himself among his enemies. From his camps he dispatched carefully instructed “stragglers” to disseminate inflated reports of his troop strength. Sometimes he even made elaborate shows of such strength for the benefit of captives, then permitted them to escape and spread their own, more believable exaggerations.

He fought to win, shrinking from nothing the prospect of victory appeared to require. Several times his demand for surrender warned opposing officers-in-charge that if capitulation was not swift, he would put their entire units “to the sword.” A less specific threat of annihilation—“I cannot be responsible for the fate of your command”—preceded what is regarded as the supreme flaw in his military record. He has never been cleared of perpetrating the Fort Pillow Massacre, an 1864 atrocity whose exact details remain cloudy, but in which many black Union soldiers and a lesser number of white ones plainly were killed after attempting to surrender. The Fort Pillow Massacre is notable not only for its intrinsic ugliness but because it can be viewed as a prelude to other horrors. Two years after Appomattox, Forrest was reincarnated as grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. As the Klan’s first national leader, he became the Lost Cause’s avenging angel, galvanizing a loose collection of boyish secret social clubs into a reactionary instrument of terror still feared today.8

What sort of man did all this? By most accounts, two different ones: a soft-spoken gentleman of marked placidity and an overbearing bully of homicidal wrath. When rage overcame him, which always occurred in the face of challenge, his normally quiet voice rose to a shrill roar and his face and eyes filled with blood. At such moments, he appears to have been capable of virtually anything.

Reared in an area and era in which law was a luxury, Forrest grew accustomed to enforcing it himself. In an antebellum fight with several men in which his aged uncle was killed, he faced the attackers down alone with a gun and a knife and won. After the war, he invaded a cabin in which a black man was threatening to beat his often-abused wife; when Forrest intervened unarmed and the man turned on him with a knife, he grabbed the bully’s own ax and killed him with a single blow of its handle.

During the war, the four major wounds he received included one inflicted by a Confederate subordinate whom he killed with his own hands in retaliation. Contemptuous of formal military training, he brooked little interference from better-educated officers. In late 1862 at Fort Donelson, he refused to be surrendered by an irresolute triumvirate of Confederate generals and instead led an escape by the fort’s 3,500 cavalrymen. At Shiloh, he ignored orders to guard a tranquil creek and charged into the thick of the fight. A year later, he angrily quit the army of General Braxton Bragg by informing Bragg to his face that if their paths crossed again, “it will be at the peril of your life.” His vanity and testy impatience with failure, along with his superiors’ apparent jealousy and stupidity, squandered an extraordinary human instrument who might have changed the war’s course on its decisive western front.9

Almost gigantic by the standards of his time, he was six feet one and one-half inches tall and weighed 180 pounds, and in disputes with fellow officers the threat of physical violence was always at least implicit. His inclination toward personal combat, and the almost rueful control he sometimes exerted over it, are illustrated by a story Confederate general Earl Van Dorn once told a subordinate. Van Dorn had accused Forrest of prompting a staff officer to write a newspaper article claiming for Forrest some battle plaudits that were properly due Van Dorn. He thereupon suggested to Forrest that the two of them “settle our differences” in the direct, illegal manner to which many gentlemen in the hotheaded South resorted. Van Dorn then “stepped to where my sword was hanging against the wall, snatched it down, and turned to face him,” causing Forrest to rise, advance a half-step, and begin drawing his sword. Then, Van Dorn said, “a wave of some kind seemed to pass over his countenance” and he “slowly returned his sword to its sheath” and said that, although Van Dorn knew he was “not afraid” of him, “I will not fight you,” because “[i]t would never do for two officers of our rank to set such an example to the troops.” Shamed, Van Dorn agreed and apologized, recalling afterward that “we parted to be somewhat better friends.… Whatever else he may be, the man certainly is no coward.”10

This incident suggests several complex facets of Forrest’s personality. Almost desperately, he assumed the role of gentleman. His civilian dress has been characterized by admirers as bordering on foppish, and his good name he regarded even more seriously than was normal on the brawling, chip-on-shoulder frontier along which he grew to manhood. Whether he took his reputation seriously enough to encourage military subordinates to write journalistic articles about him is difficult to ascertain now, but his wartime aides-de-camp did include at various times at least three prominent newspapermen.11

Van Dorn’s phrase “whatever else he may be” suggests there were questions about that, and there were. Even in a South powered by slave labor, a slave trader was no man to be looked up to, especially in society’s higher circles. That Forrest managed to overcome much of the stigma of this business owes probably not only to superior character, as admirers long have asserted, but to his location on the frontier, where class distinctions tended to blur. He also earned enough money to buy some respect that might not have been accorded him otherwise. Unquestionably, he commanded uncommon amounts of it for a slave trader. Years before donning the uniform in which he found fame, he was elected to responsible local political offices and formed valuable friendships among the power elite of what was then the Southwest. The wealth and influence he achieved selling slaves, in fact, elevated him to the level where ability and fearlessness could win him his unmatched military advancement.

Van Dorn’s story also demonstrates how officers of his day rewrote reality into the higher-flown language they deemed worthy of leaving to posterity. Forrest rarely spoke in the carefully measured phrases and clauses of Van Dorn’s account. His normal mode of talking can be inferred from the few of his handwritten letters that survive. The only elegance about them is a labored pretense. For example, he responded to onetime associate Minor Meriwether, with whom he had had a falling-out, that “all diferances between us air satisfactory setled and I asure you that thair is no unkind feling towards you from me. I have … never felt unkindly to wards your Self only when I felt you was using your influance against my Intrest.”12

A note more typical of his manner, perhaps, was his wartime response to a soldier’s third request for a furlough: “I told you twist Goddammit Know.” By “twist” he meant “twicet,” lower-class Southern for “twice.” By “Know,” he meant “no.”13

His conversational inelegance is perhaps illustrated best of all by a newspaper account of a short speech he delivered late in the war to the army of General John B. Hood, after arriving from western Tennessee to lead Hood’s advance columns out of northern Alabama on a last desperate attempt to recapture Nashville. The Montgomery Daily Mail reported that, after noting he had come there “to jine you … to show you the way into Tennessee,” he added a homely but proud summary of his exploits in which he boasted that “in the streets of Memphis … the women run out in their nightclothes to see us, and they will do it again in Nashville.”14

In several respects, he resembled fellow fiery Tennesseans Andrew Jackson, whose presidency spanned the years of his boyhood, and Andrew Johnson, who signed his postbellum pardon. They, too, were men of unsteady letters, boundless courage, and hot blood. Jackson, especially, possessed a similar talent for making difficult decisions swiftly and a willingness—almost eagerness—to participate in the violence that often passed for law in his day. Like both of these presidents, Forrest was not regarded by friends and neighbors as any sort of archfiend. Rather, most of them seem to have found him generally the opposite.

Possessed of a total of just six months’ schooling, Forrest displayed a knack for emphatic sentence construction and an instinctive grasp of mathematics. The balance among his vices and virtues, as character traits were then tallied, leaned heavily toward the latter. The only personal characteristics of which he himself seems to have been ashamed were a fondness for gambling—large sums—and a strong tendency toward profane, although not vulgar, language. He neither drank nor used tobacco, his respect for women and clergymen was marked, and he delighted in children. He also loved horses and horse-racing and had a pointed sense of humor. At a dinner during the war, to a society woman who inquired why his hair had turned gray while his beard remained dark, he replied that it was possibly because he tended to work his brains more than his jaws.15

His leadership at Fort Pillow and of the Klan notwithstanding, Forrest was no sadistic racial bigot, although the extravagant claims of some of his apologists are unconvincing. Much, for instance, has been made of his reported reluctance to divide slave families, and of his habit of providing newly bought slaves with new clothes and hygienic care; but such practices can be attributed as easily to good business considerations as to humanitarian concern, since slaves treated kindly were less apt to run away. Apologists also note that he offered to free forty-five of his slaves if they would serve his troops as teamsters, and that the slaves acquiesced. Forrest’s offer could have been no more than a shrewd military proposition that the slaves agreed to out of fear. There is proof, however, that he kept his promise and freed them before the war’s close.16

Writers present at his death and funeral noted many blacks among the thousands of mourners who viewed his corpse and followed it to the cemetery. One suggested that there had been those—white and black, presumably—who had feared him. Some of the traits that inspired the fear also inspired his widespread veneration. “Desperate,” a word often employed contemporaneously to describe his courage, also characterized not only his temperament but his times. It certainly characterized those during which he accepted leadership of the Klan.17

The last significant Confederate commander to stack arms in 1865, he dismissed his troops with one of the more eloquent and conciliatory farewell messages made by a rebel general. Rather than flee the country, as many of his peers did then, he went home to a world ajar with the advent of a new age. With all his former wealth now lost, he devoted most of the rest of his life to attempting to recoup it—and, for a time, to reestablishing an antebellum-style status quo. Accomplishing the latter, he failed miserably at the former. After cotton farming, he moved successively into insurance and then railroading. He was bankrupted by each in turn.

He did not follow the example of other Confederate generals and hire himself out to lead the reactionary Mexican armies of Emperor Maximilian, but he gave at least momentary thought to conquering Mexico himself. He told friends he could do it in six months with 30,000 men and 20,000 rifles—and afterward would confiscate mines and church properties, set himself up as ruler, and open the country to 200,000 Southerners he expected to flock there. The Mexican dream, however, remained merely that. Instead of conquering Mexico, he remained in Memphis and conspired for a while to reconquer the South. Furies he helped loose eventually defeated the Loyal Leagues, the Freedmen’s Bureau, the Union League, various state militias, and other groups dedicated to the civil advancement of Southern blacks and non-Confederate whites.

Yet Nathan Bedford Forrest requires no apologists. Reality, not apology, reminds that his times were as extraordinary as his life. He did not institute slavery; born into a nation in which it had been a prominent feature of the status quo for more than two centuries, he simply sought—in a normal human reaction—to keep his world from disintegrating around him. The violence he employed to that end seemed almost as normal in its place and time as it seems barbarous today. Born and bred on a bloody frontier, he became bloodier in combat against Grants and Shermans, new-style soldiers reverting to ancient-style total war to win.

He could argue with considerable truth that most of those who professed to be outraged by slavery’s inhumanity were as jealous of the economic advantage it accorded slaveholders as they were concerned about the plight of the slaves. After Appomattox, most of those supporting aid for the freedman appeared to favor it largely as punishment for the former master. There was considerable Northern interest in granting the land of Southern slave owners to their onetime slaves, but there was no Northern interest at all in giving freedmen Northern land and protecting their safety and civil rights by bringing significant numbers of them north; indeed, at that time few Northern states permitted blacks much more than the all-but-serfdom that postwar Southern legislatures instituted shortly following the surrender. The fears Forrest and his fellow Southerners long harbored of a racial Armageddon were no less real because the Armageddon never came; Nat Turner’s rebellion in Virginia in 1831 and a bloody Haitian slave revolt of 1832 gave substance to the threat.

Forrest should not be condemned too quickly, too reflexively, or too self-righteously. Like Andrew Jackson, he was compelled by his times to make hard choices, and by today’s standards some of his became some of history’s worst. Jackson, arguably the greatest American of his epoch, might be remembered in much the same light as Forrest had more of the victims of his persecutions—the American Indians—survived to reproach his posterity. The wrongs committed by great men tend to be as large as the men themselves, and Forrest’s were appropriately titanic. Yet even these were carried out with an indomitable, ruthless courage, and when his frenzied life permitted him time to reflect before acting, he usually did the moral thing, at least as he understood it. Although history to date has accorded him scant credit, he not only ordered the dissolution of the Ku Klux Klan but went on to disavow repeatedly its race hatred, to protest and decry racial discrimination, and, during his last two years of life, to publicly call for social as well as political advancement for blacks.

By the lights of his time and place, Nathan Bedford Forrest was a great man; for the modern era, he offers an example even greater. His story not only recounts the implacable struggles of an intelligent man of action against the longest kinds of odds. It traces an exceptional American’s remarkable philosophical journey.
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