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	preface

	

	IN THE YEARS 2011 THROUGH 2015, people across the United States will observe the 150th anniversary of the American Civil War. The memory of this war takes us back to a time in American history when civility ruptured and the nation split in two.

	The war was on a scale so devastating that nobody could have imagined it beforehand. In the first engagement in Virginia’s verdant countryside, people carried picnic baskets to watch from hilltops as regiments engaged in battles, as if they were sporting events.

	Four years later, more than 620,000 soldiers had died in a war that grimly tested American values and mettle. Few Americans were left untouched by the ravages of conflict. The long and complex drama featured politicians and generals, but the greatest story remains that of the farmers and craftsmen, merchants and bricklayers who wore the blue and gray. In battle after battle, they marched to the beat of two different drummers with contrasting senses of patriotism.

	The cataclysm of a war that divided families as well as states is also the story of those left behind and those fought over—the women of every social stratum who tended the wounded and worked alone to nourish their children and sustain family livelihoods; the enslaved men and women forced to take desperate measures, including roles in combat, to secure their freedom. In the end, the war settled two issues: that slavery is incompatible with democratic values, and that these United States are indivisible, inseparable from one another.

	As this anthology’s subtitle makes plain, emancipation is the central theme of “America’s War.” In declaring that “all men are created equal,” our founders had asserted a principle they considered to be self-evident and universal. Nonetheless, the country so uniquely founded on their dreams and ideals did not embody at its birth a full equalitarian sense of justice. For the sake of unity, the contentious issue of slavery had been set aside.

	The constitutional processes put in place were meant to sustain democracy in a nation destined to grow geographically, demographically, technologically, and in wisdom. To counter kingly despotism and ensure democratic accountability, our founders recognized the frailty of human nature and thus divided and decentralized political power. Power separation with competitive overlaps between and within branches and levels of government precipitated a never-ending creative tension. The transformation of this tension into unified political energy is a constant challenge. In over two centuries of experimentation with democratic governance, our gravest constitutional test came when the North and the South could not reconcile divided views on states’ rights as they affected human dignity in the mid nineteenth century.

	Martin Luther King Jr. eloquently observed that the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice. American history vindicates King’s observation. But as unequivocal as our founders were in their affirmation of individual rights, progress was tragically slow in advancing equality for all. It took two centuries of struggle, including the Civil War, abolitionist and suffragist movements, and courageous civil rights leadership to bring to maturity the values embedded in the Declaration of Independence.

	In 1863, at the midpoint of the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln gave the most memorable address in American history, reading from notes jotted on the back of an envelope at the site where so many young men had given what he so profoundly described as “the last full measure of devotion.”

	Lincoln reminded his countrymen, then and now, that “[i]t is for us, the living” to be dedicated “to the unfinished work which they who have fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.” It is for us the living, Lincoln affirmed, to resolve that “government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

	History can sometimes be more controversial than current events. Public memory of the Civil War is not uniform. Its causes and effects are still being probed and debated. This volume, supported by the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), is designed to contribute to the public dialogue. Skillfully selected and framed by Edward L. Ayers, distinguished historian and president of the University of Richmond, the speeches, diaries, memoirs and short stories within it represent a broad range of perspectives from a large cast of characters.

	The Ayers anthology is meant to be read in combination with the creative voice of Gwendolyn Brooks in her novel March and the historical perspective of James McPherson in his scholarly treatise Crossroads of Freedom: Antietam. These three books form the basis of discussion programs taking place over the next four years in libraries across the country about the Civil War, its causes, and its legacy.

	NEH is proud to have the American Library Association as its partner in this nationwide reading and discussion program on the Civil War. Civil discourse—the respectful willingness to consider other views and place them in the context of history, philosophy, and life experiences—is an ancient virtue of civilized society. Just as democracy demands equality, civilization requires civility. And there may be no institution more civil than the public library—a center of learning that offers a welcoming space where members of the public can learn about the history we share and express different points of view in an ethos of openness and mutual respect.

	The sesquicentennial of the Civil War and emancipation is a time for America to take stock, to reflect on who we are as a people, what we have overcome, and whether there are lessons that can be gleaned from our history. Taking time to reflect together about the causes and ramifications of our greatest internal conflict is one of the most appropriate ways for “us the living” to renew the American spirit in these still-troubled times.

	Jim Leach, Chairman
National Endowment for the Humanities





	introduction

	

	YOU ARE LIKELY TO BE surprised by some of what you find in this collection. The cast of characters, the range of perspectives, and the number of interesting questions about the Civil War have expanded to a remarkable extent over the last few decades. While the key questions and characters endure, we now have the exciting opportunity to see through the eyes of many people neglected in earlier generations. A hundred and fifty years after the pivotal event in our nation’s history, we are still discovering its meanings.

	The purpose of these selections is to give people interesting things to talk about. The American Civil War is intrinsically interesting, though it has often been buried in cliché and overfamiliarity. The global significance of the war seems different than it did fifty years ago, at the time of the centennial, when its major consequence seemed to be the unification of a nation that would stand against communism. Today, the Civil War seems to matter, too, because it brought an end to the most powerful system of slavery in the modern world. If the themes of union and freedom give the war the meanings we wish to see, however, we have also come to acknowledge that the war reveals humans’ capacity for killing one another in vast numbers.

	From the moment Americans found themselves pulled into a civil war of unimaginable scale and consequence, they tried desperately to make sense of what was happening to them. From the secession crisis into the maelstrom of battle, from the nightmare of slavery into the twilight of emancipation, Americans of all kinds made up narratives that tried to order the chaos. Because the need to understand that war endured long after the end of fighting, people have told stories about the Civil War for the last century-and-a-half—and they always will.

	Whatever their origin or timing, all these stories tell more than appears on the surface. They speak, often in spite of themselves, of purposes and patterns larger than their immediate subject. They often belie or undercut their original purpose, too obviously reveal their wishful thinking and self-deception. The histories we write today strive for balance and inclusion, but we, too, tell ourselves stories, new and old, for our own reasons. The only way we can understand those stories is to read them together to explore their similarities and differences.

	Each of the readings in this collection adds a crucial voice to our understanding, a perspective we need in order to see the whole. The silences or anger or hatred or idealism that separate the voices are as important as their commonalities. The American Civil War was not a single thing, a simple thing. It changed shape from the beginning to the end. The war’s full significance, incomplete in 1865, continues to unfold all around us.

	The selections in this book range from the 1850s through the first decade of the twenty-first century. They reflect the perspectives of Americans—from an enslaved man to the president of the United States, from a teenage girl to veterans recalling battles fought decades earlier, from diary writers caught in the terror of the moment to novelists imagining events that unfolded generations before their own time. Whatever their sources, the selections here convey unique and distinctive voices.

	The clearest example of the difference between the people of the nineteenth century and those of the twenty-first lies in the representation of African Americans. Any student of the Civil War era must confront the callous and stereotyped portrayals of black people by whites in the writings of the time. A disregard of the full humanity of black Americans seemed all too natural. The flashes of empathy and concern that sometimes emerged stand as the exceptions.

	Other themes stretch across these selections. Though we have grown accustomed to thinking of the years before the Civil War as prelude to a war people knew was coming, they did not in fact have that knowledge. People expected, as Abraham Lincoln put it, that some kind of “tug” had to come, but they did not expect a cataclysmic war that would sacrifice their sons, brothers, and fathers and devastate a generation. People expected some kind of struggle over slavery, but they did not expect the full emancipation of four million people within a few years. If Americans had known of these things, many would not have fought. And if we are to understand their actions, we must set aside our own knowledge of how events turned out.

	People have found turning points around one event after another, especially between 1862 and 1864. In fact, the very profusion of these turning points should make us wary of the concept, for the war continually turned. The future of slavery, the relationship of the states to the federal government, the fate of African Americans, and the degree of postwar reconciliation between the North and the South could each have followed different trajectories at many points throughout the conflict and beyond.

	The selections show, too, that the United States and the Confederacy held sharp conflicts within their own borders. Despite sentimental images of soldiers in blue and gray marching off to war with their communities cheering them on, many struggles divided the North and the South. In the United States, people squabbled over the very purposes of the war from start to finish, some arguing that only a war for union was worth fighting, others arguing that only a war for freedom deserved such sacrifice, and still others arguing that nothing justified such a bloodletting. Furious dissidents against the inequities of the draft rioted in the streets of New York. In the South, leaders of states raged that the Confederacy exercised tyranny in its draft and taxation. Women rallied in the streets of Richmond against the inequities of sacrifice and hunger. Border areas fell into their own civil wars, chaotic, bloody, and destined to fester for generations.

	The selections that follow show that Northerners and Southerners believed passionately in the justice of their cause. They urged themselves and their families to ever-greater sacrifice. Before the war’s outbreak, only a relatively few self-appointed spokesmen called for a new Southern republic based on slavery. Within weeks of its creation, though, people declared themselves willing to die for that republic—and they did die, in staggering numbers. The Confederacy was a brand-new nation, built out of the materials at hand: an edited United States Constitution, the apparent sanction of the Old Testament, movements for independence in Greece and Italy, and a determination to protect a system of slavery of global economic importance. The United States was a few decades older, but it, too, was untested, the idea of perpetual union only recently and imperfectly defined.

	The experience of fighting was as alien and surprising as the coming of the war itself. The United States had only a tiny army and navy, with an anemic tradition of a professional military. The states that would become the Confederacy possessed virtually no military resources. Yet, within a matter of months, both sides amassed enough men and military material to fight a war across an enormous expanse of space and time. In one horrific battle after another, they killed each other in proportions that would only be equaled sixty years later on the fields of Europe in the Great War.

	The experience of African Americans varied greatly. For the four million held in slavery, war sometimes meant they were sent to work on fortifications, sometimes sent to battle with young masters, and sometimes removed as far from the presence of Union troops as possible. Enslaved people seized opportunities to make themselves free, risking their lives to travel to Union camps or to follow Union troops. Over 200,000 African American men, some free before the war and some enslaved, joined the United States Army and Navy. Only small numbers of black men willingly picked up arms for the Confederacy. Most enslaved people, laboring far from the battlefront, remained on the farms and plantations where they had lived before the war, praying for freedom and taking whatever steps they could to make that freedom real.

	Within each section of this collection, the writings are organized as a kind of conversation. In some cases, they are ordered by the dates when they were written, in others by the order of the events they evoked. Both of these organizing principles are important, so it would be good to think about both. People could see things in the 1870s they could not have seen in the 1850s, but the reverse is also true. We do not necessarily grow collectively wiser with time, though new experiences and new kinds of writing reveal things invisible to people at an earlier time.

	The selections of America’s War build on the remarkable scholarship of the last several decades. Historians and literary scholars have carefully gathered and edited the works of writers, famous and otherwise, setting their words in context, clarifying issues of controversy, and presenting important writings that few general readers would be able to find on their own. Readers will discover a wide range of usages, spelling, and documentation in the works that follow; each reflects the original document and time and purposes for which it was written. Gathering to talk about these powerful voices from the past is the best way to understand them. It is also a useful way to understand ourselves a hundred and fifty years after this war descended on the United States.

	Edward L. Ayers, President
University of Richmond





	PART 1

	Imagining War
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	As mentioned in the Preface, America’s War has been published in support of a five-part reading and discussion series planned for libraries and other organizations across the country. Each section of this anthology was developed to serve as the focus of a single discussion group meeting, inspiring five thematic conversations about the Civil War. In addition to America’s War, there are two other companion works included in the series: Geraldine Brooks’s March, which is meant to be part of the first conversation, and James McPherson’s Crossroads of Freedom: Antietam, meant to be part of the fourth.

	The first conversation begins with a novel of our own times, a work that imagines our way into the past. Brooks’s March, which appeared in 2005, tells its story through the characters of another novel: Little Women, Louisa May Alcott’s story of sisters and a mother, published in 1868, only three years after Appomattox. Brooks tells the story of the father and husband of those women, the Reverend March, who in Alcott’s story is significant mainly for his absence.

	In March, we see the story through his eyes, eyes that do not always comprehend clearly what they perceive. We travel with the chaplain into places where he is not wanted, where his values bring ridicule and contempt. The harsh world of slavery, men, and war challenges everything the March family members believe in, including one another. Brooks’s novel is a powerful and humane meditation on America as it descended into the chaos of war.

	The 2006 paperback edition of March appends eight interesting and useful questions that should make a good foundation for the first discussion in this series. In fact, those questions—about the war’s purpose, about the moral underpinnings of people’s actions, about the ways the war changed people—provide good questions to keep in mind while you read the other selections.

	The anthology opens with a reading selected to accompany the discussion of March—a brief selection of Louisa May Alcott’s own journal of her experience as a nurse for the Union in 1862. In this remarkably frank document, the unmarried 30-year-old tells of her determination to find a purpose for her life by helping in the hospitals of Washington, D.C., an important setting in Brooks’s novel. Alcott experiences horror, satisfaction, and deep personal trials during her time with the wounded, diseased, and dying men. Her journal allows us to compare fiction and firsthand testimony, and to think about what we can learn from each.

	To understand the context in which the traditions of Civil War fiction emerged, a good place to start is Alice Fahs, The Imagined Civil War, from 2001, which provides a helpful overview of the writing produced in the North and the South during the war itself. Edmund Wilson’s Patriotic Gore, published during the opening years of the war’s centennial in 1961, is a characteristically fiery and powerful interpretation of key texts of the war.

	The fiction of the Civil War has a rich tradition and remains vital today. While any listing of Civil War novels is bound to leave off favorites, the following recommendations offer some good places to start. The novel that established a moral framework for much of the Union purpose is Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852. It also provided the basis for the most popular play in nineteenth-century America, a play performed countless times across the country both before and after the war. The first modern novel of the war was Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of Courage, published in 1895 by a young author born after the war’s end. A mainstay of high school classrooms, Crane’s novel introduces a note of human failing and doubt that has become a motif in most Civil War fiction. Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, appearing in 1936, defined the way the war would be remembered in the twentieth century and beyond, especially once it became simplified in the 1939 film based on its story. With its strong female central character, racial stereotyping, romanticizing of the slave South, and demonizing of the Yankees and Reconstruction, Gone with the Wind has fed, and limited, Americans’ imagination for generations. It has also inspired many people’s interest in the Civil War and its profoundly human struggles.

	The most popular novel of the Civil War written since World War II is Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels, published in 1974. Exploring the war through the eyes of key officers in both the United States and Confederate armies at Gettysburg, Shaara’s novel compresses central issues of the war into a powerful story. Since Shaara, popular Civil War novels have included Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain (1997), Howard Bahr’s The Black Flower (1997), Russell Banks’s Cloudsplitter (1998), and E. L. Doctorow’s The March (2006). All of those novels, and many more published in recent decades, strike notes more ambiguous than either Gone with the Wind on one hand, or Killer Angels on the other.





	1

	LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

	Journal kept at the hospital, 
Georgetown, D.C.

	

	1862

	NOVEMBER. — THIRTY YEARS OLD. Decided to go to Washington as nurse if I could find a place. Help needed, and I love nursing, and must let out my pent-up energy in some new way. Winter is always a hard and a dull time, and if I am away there is one less to feed and warm and worry over.

	I want new experiences, and am sure to get ’em if I go. So I’ve sent in my name, and bide my time writing tales, to leave all snug behind me, and mending up my old clothes, for nurses don’t need nice things, thank Heaven!

	December. — On the 11th I received a note from Miss H. M. Stevenson telling me to start for Georgetown next day to fill a place in the Union Hotel Hospital. Mrs. Ropes of Boston was matron, and Miss Kendall of Plymouth was a nurse there, and though a hard place, help was needed. I was ready, and when my commander said “March!” I marched. Packed my trunk, and reported in B. that same evening.

	We had all been full of courage till the last moment came; then we all broke down. I realized that I had taken my life in my hand, and might never see them all again. I said, “Shall I stay, Mother?” as I hugged her close. “No, go! and the Lord be with you! ” answered the Spartan woman; and till I turned the corner she bravely smiled and waved her wet handkerchief on the door-step. Shall I ever see that dear old face again?

	So I set forth in the December twilight, with May and Julian Hawthorne as escort, feeling as if I was the son of the house going to war.

	Friday, the 12th, was a very memorable day, spent in running all over Boston to get my pass, etc., calling for parcels, getting a tooth filled, and buying a veil, — my only purchase. A. C. gave me some old clothes; the dear Sewalls money for myself and boys, lots of love and help; and at 5 p.m., saying “good-by” to a group of tearful faces at the station, I started on my long journey, full of hope and sorrow, courage and plans.

	A most interesting journey into a new world full of stirring sights and sounds, new adventures, and an ever-growing sense of the great task I had undertaken.

	I said my prayers as I went rushing through the country white with tents, all alive with patriotism, and already red with blood. A solemn time, but I’m glad to live in it; and am sure it will do me good whether I come out alive or dead.

	All went well, and I got to Georgetown one evening very tired. Was kindly welcomed, slept in my narrow bed with two other room-mates, and on the morrow began my new life by seeing a poor man die at dawn, and sitting all day between a boy with pneumonia and a man shot through the lungs. A strange day, but I did my best; and when I put mother’s little black shawl round the boy while he sat up panting for breath, he smiled and said, “You are real motherly, ma’am.” I felt as if I was getting on. The man only lay and stared with his big black eyes, and made me very nervous. But all were well behaved; and I sat looking at the twenty strong faces as they looked back at me, — the only new thing they had to amuse them, — hoping that I looked “motherly” to them; for my thirty years made me feel old, and the suffering round me made me long to comfort every one.

	January, 1863. Union Hotel Hospital, Georgetown, D. C. — I never began the year in a stranger place than this: five hundred miles from home, alone, among strangers, doing painful duties all day long, and leading a life of constant excitement in this great house, surrounded by three or four hundred men in all stages of suffering, disease, and death. Though often homesick, heartsick, and worn out, I like it, find real pleasure in comforting, tending, and cheering these poor souls who seem to love me, to feel my sympathy though unspoken, and acknowledge my hearty good-will, in spite of the ignorance, awkwardness, and bashfulness which I cannot help showing in so new and trying a situation. The men are docile, respectful, and affectionate, with but few exceptions; truly lovable and manly many of them. John Sulie, a Virginia blacksmith, is the prince of patients; and though what we call a common man in education and condition, to me is all I could expect or ask from the first gentleman in the land. Under his plain speech and unpolished manner I seem to see a noble character, a heart as warm and tender as a woman’s, a nature fresh and frank as any child’s. He is about thirty, I think, tall and handsome, mortally wounded, and dying royally without reproach, repining, or remorse. Mrs. Ropes and myself love him, and feel indignant that such a man should be so early lost; for though he might never distinguish himself before the world, his influence and example cannot be without effect, for real goodness is never wasted.

	Monday, 4th. — I shall record the events of a day as a sample of the days I spend: — Up at six, dress by gaslight, run through my ward and throw up the windows, though the men grumble and shiver; but the air is bad enough to breed a pestilence; and as no notice is taken of our frequent appeals for better ventilation, I must do what I can. Poke up the fire, add blankets, joke, coax, and command; but continue to open doors and windows as if life depended upon it. Mine does, and doubtless many another, for a more perfect pestilence-box than this house I never saw, — cold, damp, dirty, full of vile odors from wounds, kitchens, wash-rooms, and stables. No competent head, male or female, to right matters, and a jumble of good, bad, and indifferent nurses, surgeons, and attendants, to complicate the chaos still more.

	After this unwelcome progress through my stifling ward, I go to breakfast with what appetite I may; find the uninvitable fried beef, salt butter, husky bread, and washy coffee; listen to the clack of eight women and a dozen men, the first silly, stupid, or possessed of one idea; the last absorbed with their breakfast and themselves to a degree that is both ludicrous and provoking, for all the dishes are ordered down the table full and returned empty; the conversation is entirely among themselves, and each announces his opinion with an air of importance that frequently causes me to choke in my cup, or bolt my meals with undignified speed lest a laugh betray to these famous beings that a “chiel’s amang them takin’ notes.”

	Till noon I trot, trot, giving out rations, cutting up food for helpless “boys,” washing faces, teaching my attendants how beds are made or floors are swept, dressing wounds, taking Dr. F. P.’s orders (privately wishing all the time that he would be more gentle with my big babies), dusting tables, sewing bandages, keeping my tray tidy, rushing up and down after pillows, bed-linen, sponges, books, and directions, till it seems as if I would joyfully pay down all I possess for fifteen minutes’ rest. At twelve the big bell rings, and up comes dinner for the boys, who are always ready for it and never entirely satisfied. Soup, meat, potatoes, and bread is the bill of fare. Charley Thayer, the attendant, travels up and down the room serving out the rations, saving little for himself, yet always thoughtful of his mates, and patient as a woman with their helplessness. When dinner is over, some sleep, many read, and others want letters written. This I like to do, for they put in such odd things, and express their ideas so comically, I have great fun interiorally, while as grave as possible exteriorally. A few of the men word their paragraphs well and make excellent letters. John’s was the best of all I wrote. The answering of letters from friends after some one had died is the saddest and hardest duty a nurse has to do.

	Supper at five sets every one to running that can run; and when that flurry is over, all settle down for the evening amusements, which consist of newspapers, gossip, the doctor’s last round, and, for such as need them, the final doses for the night. At nine the bell rings, gas is turned down, and day nurses go to bed. Night nurses go on duty, and sleep and death have the house to themselves.

	My work is changed to night watching, or half night and half day, — from twelve to twelve. I like it, as it leaves me time for a morning run, which is what I need to keep well; for bad air, food, and water, work and watching, are getting to be too much for me. I trot up and down the streets in all directions, sometimes to the Heights, then half way to Washington, again to the hill, over which the long trains of army wagons are constantly vanishing and ambulances appearing. That way the fighting lies, and I long to follow.

	Ordered to keep my room, being threatened with pneumonia. Sharp pain in the side, cough, fever, and dizziness. A pleasant prospect for a lonely soul five hundred miles from home! Sit and sew on the boys’ clothes, write letters, sleep, and read; try to talk and keep merry, but fail decidedly, as day after day goes, and I feel no better. Dream awfully, and wake unrefreshed, think of home, and wonder if I am to die here, as Mrs. R., the matron, is likely to do. Feel too miserable to care much what becomes of me. Dr. S. creaks up twice a day to feel my pulse, give me doses, and ask if I am at all consumptive, or some other cheering question. Dr. O. examines my lungs and looks sober. Dr. J. haunts the room, coming by day and night with wood, cologne, books, and messes, like a motherly little man as he is. Nurses fussy and anxious, matron dying, and everything very gloomy. They want me to go home, but I won’t yet.

	January 16th. — Was amazed to see Father enter the room that morning, having been telegraphed to by order of Mrs. R. without asking leave. I was very angry at first, though glad to see him, because I knew I should have to go. Mrs. D. and Miss Dix came, and pretty Miss W., to take me to Willard’s to be cared for by them. I wouldn’t go, preferring to keep still, being pretty ill by that time.

	On the 21st I suddenly decided to go home, feeling very strangely, and dreading to be worse. Mrs. R. died, and that frightened the doctors about me; for my trouble was the same, — typhoid pneumonia. Father, Miss K., and Lizzie T. went with me. Miss Dix brought a basket full of bottles of wine, tea, medicine, and cologne, besides a little blanket and pillow, a fan, and a testament. She is a kind old soul, but very queer and arbitrary.

	Was very sorry to go, and “my boys” seemed sorry to have me. Quite a flock came to see me off; but I was too sick to have but a dim idea of what was going on.

	Had a strange, excited journey of a day and night, — half asleep, half wandering, just conscious that I was going home; and, when I got to Boston, of being taken out of the car, with people looking on as if I was a sight. I daresay I was all blowzed, crazy, and weak. Was too sick to reach Concord that night, though we tried to do so. Spent it at Mr. Sewall’s; had a sort of fit; they sent for Dr. H., and I had a dreadful time of it.

	Next morning felt better, and at four went home. Just remember seeing May’s shocked face at the depot, Mother’s bewildered one at home, and getting to bed in the firm belief that the house was roofless, and no one wanted to see me.

	As I never shall forget the strange fancies that haunted me, I shall amuse myself with recording some of them.

	The most vivid and enduring was the conviction that I had married a stout, handsome Spaniard, dressed in black velvet, with very soft hands, and a voice that was continually saying, “Lie still, my dear!” This was Mother, I suspect; but with all the comfort I often found in her presence, there was blended an awful fear of the Spanish spouse who was always coming after me, appearing out of closets, in at windows, or threatening me dreadfully all night long. I appealed to the Pope, and really got up and made a touching plea in something meant for Latin, they tell me. Once I went to heaven, and found it a twilight place, with people darting through the air in a queer way, — all very busy, and dismal, and ordinary. Miss Dix, W. H. Channing, and other people were there; but I thought it dark and “slow,” and wished I hadn’t come.





	PART 2

	Choosing Sides

	[image: ]

	The second conversation in the collection takes us directly into the world Geraldine Brooks imagined. We see through the eyes of people who had to decide for themselves where justice, honor, duty, and loyalty lay. The readings for this conversation are primary documents, direct testimony from the past. As a result, they are less conveniently packaged than fiction but possess a unique kind of power. Readers will need to set aside contemporary expectations about word choice, pacing, and detail, for the nineteenth century valued different standards than have become common today. Such effort is more than compensated for, however, by the excitement of seeing people struggle in real time with issues of the most profound importance and consequence. The writing in this section is some of the most powerful ever produced by Americans.

	Since struggles over slavery underpinned America’s Civil War, the section opens with a searing speech by Frederick Douglass from 1852. Asked by people much like the March family and their abolitionist friends to deliver a speech in Rochester, New York, on the Fourth of July, Douglass gave them more than they asked for. His speech stripped away any illusions white Americans may have had about their innocence, confronting them directly with the hypocrisy of a nation dedicated to freedom and built on slavery. Striking a similar note, Henry David Thoreau (who also appears as a character in March), confronted his friends with a blistering defense of John Brown after the aborted 1859 raid on the armory at Harpers Ferry. While much of the nation rushed to denounce and ridicule Brown, Thoreau celebrated him and all that he stood for. Such defenses confirmed the worst suspicions of white Southerners.

	Abraham Lincoln, elected the year after Harpers Ferry, had to confront disunion even before he took office. By the time he delivered his first inaugural address, presented here, the seven states of the Deep South had already formed the Confederate States of America. His speech was an attempt to reassure the voters who had elected him that he would not betray their trust by allowing the nation to be divided. In that speech, he tried to reassure the white South that he would not drive them away.

	Alexander Stephens of South Carolina, the vice president of the new Confederacy, defended secession as an undeniable right and celebrated slavery as the very cornerstone of the new nation. With the alternatives so starkly drawn between Lincoln and the new Confederacy, a convention in Virginia debated, week after week, what course that state should take. Priding itself on being the birthplace of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, Virginia knew that the decision of whether to join the Confederacy or to remain with the Union would change everything that followed.

	Robert Montague and Chapman Stuart crystallized what many had been saying: Secessionists argued that they had no choice but to defend themselves; Unionists argued that choices did indeed remain, that the country must be saved. Reasoned debate collapsed, however, as soon as the guns fired at Fort Sumter, and Lincoln called for militia from Virginia and other states to put down the rebellion. The convention in Virginia, which had voted for union only weeks before, now voted for secession, albeit with a third of the delegates refusing to support the decision. Soon, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas followed Virginia’s lead. Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri—slave states—stayed uneasily in the Union.

	Robert E. Lee embodied the agony of disunion. A former commandant of West Point, a man who had lived his adult life in the United States Army, Lee traveled from his posting in Texas to his Virginia home, just outside Washington, D.C., to confront the decision. Elizabeth Brown Pryor, in a subtle work of modern scholarship, reconstructs the tortured days in which Lee struggled with the decision of whether to follow his oath to the United States—indeed, to command its armies—or to follow Virginia on a course he had opposed and dreaded. Pryor’s fascinating postscript, composed for this volume, reveals how our understanding of history is continually being enriched by the discovery of new materials. In this case, her own interpretation of Lee turns out to have more complications than even she realized.

	Mark Twain tells, with his characteristic self-deflating humor, of his own wayward path in the confusing early days of the war. Along with other boys of his Missouri neighborhood, Twain joined the Confederacy, only to decide that he had no real stake in the war and to head west. By doing so, Twain escaped the moral anguish, bloody sacrifice, and lost years exacted by the Civil War. He was not alone, for the western territories and states boomed during the war, laying the foundations for the Old West of cowboys and Indians and railroads and homesteaders, developments that overlapped the struggles of the Civil War and Reconstruction.

	This conversation ends with a diary by a young woman about the same age as Mark Twain. Sarah Morgan, an 18-year-old resident of Baton Rouge, Louisiana, had been, like her father, a staunch Unionist. But in the first nine months of the war, her town already occupied by the United States Army, Morgan alternated between defiant glorification of the Confederacy and deep doubt about the war and her own role in it. Like the March girls, her contemporaries in the North, Morgan found herself surrounded by a war she felt herself powerless to alter.

	The issues addressed in this session’s conversations embrace some of the most contentious issues in the writing of American history. What role did slavery play in the war’s origins and why do we keep debating that role? Why were Americans unsuccessful in finding peaceful compromise? What did Americans expect to happen at the beginning of the war? With people of the time disagreeing so vehemently about the war, how do we decide who deserves the most credibility?

	Historians have narrowed the range of debate about the Civil War in some ways—agreeing, virtually unanimously, albeit with significant differences of emphasis, that slavery drove all the central conflicts that culminated in the war—but they have broadened the cast of characters and issues considerably. A good place to start is David Potter’s The Impending Crisis (1977), a balanced narrative. On Abraham Lincoln’s evolution, Eric Foner’s The Fiery Trial (2010) is the best place to gain a full understanding. I have attempted to weave together the struggles confronted by people in the North and South in In the Presence of Mine Enemies (2003), a study of two communities near the Mason-Dixon Line. For a good overview of the historical literature, see James M. McPherson and William J. Cooper Jr., Writing the Civil War: The Quest to Understand (1999).
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	FREDERICK DOUGLASS

	“What To the Slave
Is the Fourth of July?”*

	

	July 5, 1852

	
	The oration, “What To the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”, delivered before a packed house at the Corinthian Hall in Rochester, New York on July 5, 1852, is the most famous antislavery speech Douglass ever gave. Published in pamphlet form under the title Oration, Delivered in Corinthian Hall, Rochester, July 5th, 1852 (Rochester: Lee & Mann, 1852), the speech has always been a favorite of editors and anthologists because it exhibits so many of Douglass’s strengths as a speaker—in particular, his ability to combine incisive social analysis with compelling argumentative skills and an adroit use of rhetoric. One of the most outstanding features of his mature style, showcased in “What To the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”, is his self-conscious use of classical figures of speech, such as antithesis, hyperbole, metaphor, irony, and personification.

	More than likely Douglass’s effective experimentation with these rhetorical figures was what led some of his early listeners to doubt that he had ever been a slave. Douglass tried to answer the skeptics with his 1845 Narrative, in which he exploited all his favorite figures of speech while providing extensive details designed to prove that he was who he claimed to be, a self-taught fugitive slave. But after returning from his triumphal British speaking tour in the spring of 1847, Douglass began to see two diverging roles for himself as a speaker in the antislavery movement. On the one hand, he could continue to play the part he was best known for, that of the former slave who spoke autobiographically about the outrages of slavery. On the other hand, he could adopt a new persona who talked less about himself and his former bondage and more about the current condition of African Americans in the North within the context of the larger antislavery struggle. “What To the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”, with its measured references to Douglass’s personal experience in slavery, its ruthless dissection of the Fugitive Slave Law, and its thorough unmasking of the North’s racial hypocrisies, displays Douglass successfully bridging the dual, and by 1852 the increasingly conflicted, roles available to him as an antislavery speaker and social reformer.

	The nineteenth-century lecture platform was a stage on which ideas were not merely expounded—they were dramatized through picturesque language, bodily gesture, tone of voice, and pace of delivery. No orator of that era was more at home in this immensely popular arena of public performance than Frederick Douglass. His style and manner of self-presentation on the platform were carefully designed to reinforce the great theme of his speeches: the dignity and humanity of the African American. Douglass’s sophistication in marshaling figurative language along with literary allusions and a ready supply of examples from American and European history helped to establish a reputation for oratorical genius that ensured demand for him on the lyceum circuit long after the social cause for which he had first become a speaker—the abolition of slavery—had been won.

	

	MR. PRESIDENT, FRIENDS AND FELLOW Citizens: He who could address this audience without a quailing sensation, has stronger nerves than I have. I do not remember ever to have appeared as a speaker before any assembly more shrinkingly, nor with greater distrust of my ability, than I do this day. A feeling has crept over me, quite unfavorable to the exercise of my limited powers of speech. The task before me is one which requires much previous thought and study for its proper performance. I know that apologies of this sort are generally considered flat and unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease, my appearance would much misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in addressing public meetings, in country school houses, avails me nothing on the present occasion.

	The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a 4th [of] July oration. This certainly, sounds large, and out of the common way, for me. It is true that I have often had the privilege to speak in this beautiful Hall, and to address many who now honor me with their presence. But neither their familiar faces, nor the perfect gage I think I have of Corinthian Hall, seems to free me from embarrassment.

	The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave plantation, from which I escaped, is considerable—and the difficulties to be overcome in getting from the latter to the former, are by no means slight. That I am here to-day, is, to me, a matter of astonishment as well as of gratitude. You will not, therefore, be surprised, if in what I have to say, I evince no elaborate preparation, nor grace my speech with any high sounding exordium. With little experience and with less learning, I have been able to throw my thoughts hastily and imperfectly together; and trusting to your patient and generous indulgence, I will proceed to lay them before you.

	This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of your National Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what the Passover was to the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to the day, and to the act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated with that act, and that day. This celebration also marks the beginning of another year of your national life; and reminds you that the Republic of America is now 76 years old. I am glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is so young. Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in the life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the allotted time for individual men; but nations number their years by thousands. According to this fact, you are, even now only in the beginning of your national career, still lingering in the period of childhood. I repeat, I am glad this is so. There is hope in the thought, and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which lower above the horizon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times; but his heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young, and that she is still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high lessons of wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? Were the nation older, the patriot’s heart might be sadder, and the reformer’s brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in gloom, and the hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought, that America is young.—Great streams are not easily turned from channels, worn deep in the course of ages. They may sometimes rise in quiet and stately majesty, and inundate the land, refreshing and fertilizing the earth with their mysterious properties. They may also rise in wrath and fury, and bear away, on their angry waves, the accumulated wealth of years of toil and hardship. They, however, gradually flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as serenely as ever. But, while the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up, and leave nothing behind but the withered branch, and the unsightly rock, to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of departed glory. As with rivers so with nations.

	Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that cluster about this day. The simple story of it is, that, 76 years ago, the people of this country were British subjects. The style and title of your “sovereign people” (in which you now glory) was not then born. You were under the British Crown. Your fathers esteemed the English Government as the home government; and England as the fatherland. This home government, you know, although a considerable distance from your home, did, in the exercise of its parental prerogatives, impose upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in its mature judgment, it deemed wise, right and proper.

	But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the infallibility of government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ from the home government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and restraints. They went so far in their excitement as to pronounce the measures of government unjust, unreasonable, and oppressive, and altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted to. I scarcely need say, fellow-citizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with that of your fathers. Such a declaration of agreement on my part, would not be worth much to anybody. It would, certainly, prove nothing, as to what part I might have taken, had I lived during the great controversy of 1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is exceedingly easy. Everybody can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can flippantly discant on the tyranny of England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but there was a time when, to pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the colonies, tried men’s souls. They who did so were accounted in their day, plotters of mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. To side with the right, against the wrong, with the weak against the strong, and with the oppressed against the oppressor! here lies the merit, and the one which, of all others, seems unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be stabbed by the men who glory in the deeds of your fathers. But, to proceed.

	Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated, by the home government, your fathers, like men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner. Their conduct was wholly unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw themselves treated with sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not the men to look back.

	As the sheet anchor takes a firmer hold, when the ship is tossed by the storm, so did the cause of your fathers grow stronger, as it breasted the chilling blasts of kingly displeasure. The greatest and best of British statesmen admitted its justice, and the loftiest eloquence of the British Senate came to its support. But, with that blindness which seems to be the unvarying characteristic of tyrants, since Pharoah and his hosts were drowned in the Red sea, the British Government persisted in the exactions complained of.

	The madness of this course, we believe, is admitted now, even by England; but we fear the lesson is wholly lost on our present rulers.

	Oppression makes a wise man mad. Your fathers were wise men, and if they did not go mad, they became restive under this treatment. They felt themselves the victims of grievous wrongs, wholly incurable in their colonial capacity. With brave men there is always a remedy for oppression. Just here, the idea of a total separation of the colonies from the crown was born! It was a startling idea, much more so, than we, at this distance of time, regard it. The timid and the prudent (as has been intimated) of that day, were, of course, shocked and alarmed by it.

	Such people lived then, had lived before, and will, probably, ever have a place on this planet; and their course, in respect to any great change, (no matter how great the good to be attained, or the wrong to be redressed by it), may be calculated with as much precision as can be the course of the stars. They hate all changes, but silver, gold and copper change! Of this sort of change they are always strongly in favor.

	These people were called tories in the days of your fathers; and the appellation, probably, conveyed the same idea that is meant by a more modern, though a somewhat less euphonious term, which we often find in our papers, applied to some of our old politicians.

	Their opposition to the then dangerous thought was earnest and powerful; but, amid all their terror and affrighted vociferations against it, the alarming and revolutionary idea moved on, and the country with it.

	On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay of the lovers of ease, and the worshippers of property, clothed that dreadful idea with all the authority of national sanction. They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we seldom hit upon resolutions, drawn up in our day, whose transparency is at all equal to this, it may refresh your minds and help my story if I read it.

	
	Resolved, That these united colonies are, and of right, ought to be free and Independent States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, dissolved.

	

	Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and to-day you reap the fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, may properly celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact in your nation’s history—the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny.

	Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of Independence is the RING-BOLT to the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in that instrument are saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at whatever cost.

	From the round top of your ship of state, dark and threatening clouds may be seen. Heavy billows, like mountains in the distance, disclose to the leeward huge forms of flinty rocks! That bolt drawn, that chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to this day—cling to it, and to its principles, with the grasp of a storm-tossed mariner to a spar at midnight.

	The coming into being of a nation, in any circumstances, is an interesting event. But, besides general considerations, there were peculiar circumstances which make the advent of this republic an event of special attractiveness.

	The whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime.

	The population of the country, at the time, stood at the insignificant number of three millions. The country was poor in the munitions of war. The population was weak and scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued. There were then no means of concert and combination, such as exist now. Neither stream nor lightning had then been reduced to order and discipline. From the Potomac to the Delaware was a journey of many days. Under these, and innumerable other disadvantages, your fathers declared for liberty and independence and triumphed.

	Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too—great enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one time, such a number of truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than admiration. They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and the principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor their memory.

	They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though this is not the highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a rare virtue, and that when it is exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who will, intelligently, lay down his life for his country, is a man whom it is not in human nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor, on the cause of their country. In their admiration of liberty, they lost sight of all other interests.

	They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They showed forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny. With them, nothing was “settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and humanity were “final;” not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such men. They were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times.

	How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How unlike the politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and stretched away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon eternal principles, and set a glorious example in their defence. Mark them!

	Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the right of their cause, honorably inviting the scrutiny of an onlooking world, reverently appealing to heaven to attest their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn responsibility they were about to assume, wisely measuring the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the fathers of this republic, did, most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with a sublime faith in the great principles of justice and freedom, lay deep, the corner-stone of the national superstructure, which has risen and still rises in grandeur around you.

	Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met with demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exultingly on the breeze. The din of business, too, is hushed. Even mammon seems to have quitted his grasp on this day. The ear-piercing fife and the stirring drum unite their accents with the ascending peal of a thousand church bells. Prayers are made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor of this day; while the quick martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation, echoed back by all the hills, valleys and mountains of a vast continent, bespeak the occasion one of thrilling and universal interest—a nation’s jubilee.

	Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this anniversary. Many of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me in regard to them. That is a branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a much deeper interest than your speaker. The causes which led to the separation of the colonies from the British crown have never lacked for a tongue. They have all been taught in your common schools, narrated at your firesides, unfolded from your pulpits, and thundered from your legislative halls, and are as familiar to you as household words. They form the staple of your national poetry and eloquence.

	I remember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably familiar with all facts which make in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national trait—perhaps a national weakness. It is a fact, that whatever makes for the wealth or for the reputation of Americans, and can be had cheap! will be found by Americans. I shall not be charged with slandering Americans, if I say I think the American side of any question may be safely left in American hands.

	I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose claim to have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than mine!

	The Present

	My business, if I have any here to-day, is with the present. The accepted time with God and his cause is the ever-living now.

	
	“Trust no future, however pleasant,

	Let the dead past bury its dead;

	Act, act in the living present,

	Heart within, and God overhead.”

	

	We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and to the future. To all inspiring motives, to noble deeds which can be gained from the past, we are welcome. But now is the time, the important time. Your fathers have lived, died, and have done their work, and have done much of it well. You live and must die, and you must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a child’s share in the labor of your fathers, unless your children are to be blest by your labors. You have no right to wear out and waste the hard-earned fame of your fathers to cover your indolence. Sydney Smith tells us that men seldom eulogize the wisdom and virtues of their fathers, but to excuse some folly or wickedness of their own. This truth is not a doubtful one. There are illustrations of it near and remote, ancient and modern. It was fashionable, hundreds of years ago, for the children of Jacob to boast, we have “Abraham to our father,” when they had long lost Abraham’s faith and spirit. That people contented themselves under the shadow of Abraham’s great name, while they repudiated the deeds which made his name great. Need I remind you that a similar thing is being done all over this country to-day? Need I tell you that the Jews are not the only people who built the tombs of the prophets, and garnished the sepulchres of the righteous? Washington could not die till he had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his monument is built up by the price of human blood, and the traders in the bodies and souls of men, shout—”We have Washington to our father.” Alas! that it should be so; yet so it is.

	
	“The evil that men do, lives after them,

	The good is oft’ interred with their bones.”

	

	Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here to-day? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your independence to us?

	Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be truthfully returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my burden easy and delightful. For who is there so cold, that a nation’s sympathy could not warm him? Who so obdurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not thankfully acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and selfish, that would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation’s jubilee, when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I am not that man. In a case like that, the dumb might eloquently speak, and the “lame man leap as an hart.”

	But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common.—The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose crimes, towering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and woe-smitten people!

	“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, they that carried us away captive, required of us a song; and they who wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth.”

	Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultous joy, I hear the mournful wail of millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the world. My subject, then, fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there, identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution and the Bible, which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery—the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not excuse;” I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just.

	But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the public mind. Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade more, and rebuke less, your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need light? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. Nobody doubts it. The slave holders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how ignorant he be,) subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment.—What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write.—When you can point to any such laws, in reference to the beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then will I argue with you that the slave is a man!

	For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the negro race. Is it not astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, digging gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are men!

	Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? How should I look today, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to your understanding.—There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not know that slavery is wrong for him.

	What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better employments for my time and strength, than such arguments would imply.

	What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the thought. That which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is past.

	At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.

	What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this very hour.

	Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and despotisms of the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and when you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the every day practices of this nation, and you will say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival.

	* “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” by Frederick Douglass, from The Oxford Frederick Douglass Reader, edited with an introduction by William L. Andrews. Copyright ©1996 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.
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