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Abstract 

As rapidly as technology has spurred the creation, assimilation, and distribution of 
information, so too have Americans grown more polarized, more apt to choose ideology 
over facts, and more resistant to constructive dialogue. The speed and volume of our 
consumption have accelerated as well, with our preference of food, entertainment, and 
news all at our algorithmic beck and call. With this transactional mindset, we’ve begun to 
commoditize the ways we learn, interact, and relate to others. More and more we express 
value in dollar terms, instead of appreciating factuality, historical significance, or beauty.  

The more I considered and grew frustrated by these social patterns, the more I thought 
about the underlying problem—the irrational avoidance of truth. Anything that conflicts 
with our preferences we’ve come to call “fake.” Painful realities nonetheless exist. 
Sometimes we don’t win, sometimes others get what we want, sometimes our self-
interest negatively impacts others. But we don’t want to accept anything that conflicts 
with how we want the world to be, so we disregard the truth, or assault it altogether, en 
route to solidifying misguided opinions. What’s worse, we act on that misinformation by 
voting with our ballots and our dollars in ways that often run counter to our own best 
interest. It’s easy to see and criticize this flawed behavior in others, and the more I found 
myself doing exactly that, the more I saw those very faults in myself. 

The three essays that follow grew from my need to respond to this revelation.  

The Lies We Call the Truth is the personal story of my trip to the Standing Rock Indian 
Reservation in December of 2016. The essay describes the internal struggles I went 
through as much as it details the history of the Dakota Access Pipeline conflict itself. I 
came face-to-face with my own whiteness and cowered at the glimpses of what my life 
would be like without privilege. Grasping for my bubble of safety, I allowed those fears 
to cut my time at Standing Rock short, leaving after just one night, mere hours from the 
water protectors’ victory, when the Obama Administration blocked construction, though 
the stay was ultimately temporary. While the trip was brief, my awareness about how I 
see and interact with the world has grown much clearer, my sense of humanity more 
humble and inclusive, and my mind more open. 

A Study of Feminine Beauty explores the constrictive definition of what the modern 
world considers beautiful about women and how I grapple with that limited notion as a 
male fashion and portrait photographer. From the history of standardizing women’s 
clothing sizes to the catastrophic impacts the fashion industry’s commercialism had on 
the health and happiness of models and the women who wanted to look like them, the 
essay explains how such a narrow definition of feminine beauty took root and where 
there are signs of positive change. 
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The Dark Side of Whiteness uncovers the truth about the history of the Confederacy and 
its white supremacist underpinnings that sill drive racism today, most notably seen in the 
August 2017 riots in Charlottesville, Virginia. My study included my own family’s 
culpability in the slave-owning South as well as the broader political motivations that 
created and sustained the Lost Cause mythology—misbegotten tenets that have 
repeatedly prevented social healing in America and continue to drive the wedge ever 
deeper. Through historical research, interviews with University of Virginia professors, 
and a personal homecoming to my alma mater in Charlottesville, this essay untangles the 
debate over the fate of Confederate monuments in America by analyzing the conditions 
under which they were raised in the first place. 
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A Study of Feminine Beauty 

Part I 
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 For most of the last decade, my professional life has centered on fly fishing and 

photography. During the warmer months, I row a drift boat and guide clients down the 

Snake River, chasing trout in the shadows of the Teton Range. Many anglers in my boat 

often repeat the expression that fly rods will only take you to beautiful places. That’s 

certainly true in these parts. And while I’ve taken thousands of images of the mountains 

and rivers and the wildlife that live here, my photographic work has moved beyond 

landscapes and toward fashion, answering the call to seek a different kind of beauty: 

feminine beauty.  

 But what is beautiful? To ancient artists, it was the Venus of Willendorf, the four-

and-a-half-inch stone statue of a fertility goddess found in eastern Europe that dates back 

twenty-five thousand years. She is magnificently rotund, her girth as striking as her 

exaggerated breasts. Swollen and evocative, she is one of the earliest depictions of the 

female form and is thought to celebrate the ideal body type, specifically one who could 

reproduce. It’s believed that the Venus was created with hopes that women who 

encountered her would emulate her shape; the capacity to perpetuate life regarded as the 

highest form of beauty. 

 Fast forward through the millennia and consider thousands of sculptures and 

paintings that carry forward that same notion of feminine beauty. The Venus de Milo, 

Titian’s Danaë, the impressionist work of Renoir, and even the cubism of Picasso. 

Voluptuousness was the pinnacle of beauty and carried with it important social 

connotations as former supermodel Eve Salvail explains. “For a woman to be round was 
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well-seen, well-viewed because it meant you were rich enough to eat, that you could gain 

weight.”  

 Then, nearly halfway through the twentieth century, the concept of the ideal 

feminine body image dramatically changed.  

 In a 2014 interview for Time Magazine, Lynn Boorady, professor of fashion and 

textile technology at Buffalo State College, spoke about twentieth century developments 

in women’s clothing. She said that “true sizing standards didn’t develop until the 1940’s. 

Before then, sizes for young ladies and children were all based on age — so a size 16 

would be for a 16-year-old — and for women it was about bust measurement.” Those 

measurements could and did vary substantially and ill-fitting clothing generated 

significant costs. Time reported that in 1939, clothing manufacturers estimated some $10 

million in alteration expenses. 

 With those costs in mind and with the proliferation of ready-to-wear clothing 

purchased increasingly via mail order rather than hand tailored in-store, standardizing 

clothing sizes became essential. The process of standardization that followed was not an 

intentionally evil undertaking, but repeated mistakes rooted in adverse selection caused 

damaging and lasting consequences for women’s self-image. 

 Parsons School of Fashion professor Beth Dincuff Charleston told Time that when 

choosing whom to measure, "they didn't really get a cross-section of American women… 

It was smaller than what the national average should be.” Medium sizes were based on 

smaller women. Twenty years later, in an attempt to correct the problem, the National 

Bureau of Standards made the mistake again, this time by measuring “women who had 
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served in the Air Force, some of the most fit people in the country.” Truly average-sized 

women were classified as larger than average at the same time that image became 

everything. 

 Developments in commercial advertising coincided and reinforced this 

downsizing of the ideal female form. Harnessing the power of imaging, newspapers, 

magazines, and eventually television made marketing an increasingly visual experience. 

Technology improved motion and still photography with finer resolution, the addition of 

color, and the reduction of publication costs. A new target market arose as well.  

 Advertisers have always sought out those with disposable income. Until the end 

of World War II, the primary group of earners had been working-age adults and their 

spouses. In the post-war economic and demographic boom, commercial advertisements 

began to feature a younger group. According to the National Museum of American 

History, “teens had money to spend, and advertisers began to see them as a unique, age-

defined market in the 1950s. Marketers studied their buying habits on behalf of 

businesses and created advertising for everything from clothing to music.” Popular 

culture and the marketing campaigns that shaped it established a new definition of beauty 

which was youthful, trim, and athletic. 

 Those commercial priorities resulted in harmful consequences. In the high stakes 

world of high fashion, trends are fickle. It’s difficult to predict which styles will make it 

big and which will fail. It’s also difficult and expensive to design clothes to fit women of 

differing sizes. Responding to those challenges, designers in the 1990s started seeking out 

super-slim models to simplify design and reduce costs. This negatively impacted the way 
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the world looked at body image and led to destructive habits in both models and the 

women aspiring to be like them.  Los Angeles fashion model, Ema McKie explains.  

There’s a very good reason why these tiny, tiny women are the ones on the 

runway. It’s because those clothes, that are made for flat-chested, tiny 

women, with absolutely no shape on them to speak of, are easier to make. 

Most of the clothes on the runway are samples. They’re one-offs. It’s just 

making life easier for the designers. 

It’s no surprise then that hiring women to serve as human clothes-hangers caused 

unhealthy and sometimes deadly outcomes as many models were incentivized to lose 

weight. According to a 2012 study published in Current Psychiatry Reports, bulimia and 

anorexia rates among women increased noticeably in the 1980s and 90s. Eating disorder 

rates also spiked in the high-risk group of 15-19 year-old girls. Pressure on models to 

reflect the desired shape intensified as they vied for jobs in the highly competitive 

industry. In 2007, Brazilian model Ana Carolina Reston died of infection in a São Paulo 

hospital. The stated cause of death was anorexia nervosa. At the time of her passing, the 

five-foot eight-inch tall Reston weighed only eight-eight pounds. 

 In the wake of this tragedy, Italian designers initiated a ban on size zero models 

from fashion show catwalks, size zero being the smallest women’s dress size available. A 

joint statement from the Italian government and the nation’s Fashion Council addressing 

the rationale behind the ban read, "many women affected by eating disorders had started 

dieting to attain the figures of catwalk models and cover girls.”  
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 More specifically, the ban precludes the participation of any model with a body 

mass index less than 18. According to the Center for Disease Control, “Body Mass Index 

(BMI) is a person's weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters. BMI 

can be used to screen for weight categories that may lead to health problems, but it is not 

diagnostic of the body fatness or health of an individual.” 

 The implementation of these safety measures in 2007, while good, wasn’t 

sufficient to eliminate the problem as the results of the Current Psychiatry Reports study 

bear out. But there are emerging signs that positive change is in the works. Now ten years 

later, corporations are getting on board, signaling the industry’s acknowledgement that 

widespread eating disorders continue to pose a significant problem.  

 Announced at the beginning of the 2017 New York Fashion Week, French fashion 

companies LVMH and Kering implemented similar protocols as seen in Italy a decade 

ago: no models with less than an 18 BMI and no models younger than sixteen years of 

age. That these are measures enacted by corporate interests and not simply government 

mandates is promising and their impact likely more far-reaching. These firms own some 

of the most recognizable brands in high fashion such as Saint Laurent, Christian Dior, 

Gucci, and Louis Vuitton. The ban came four months after the French government 

instituted a law requiring all models’ good health be officially verified by a trained 

healthcare professional. 

 The rationale behind the French government’s action was made clear by Marison  

Touraine, the minister of social affairs and health, who said, “exposing young people to 

normative and unrealistic images of bodies leads to a sense of self-depreciation and poor 
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self-esteem that can impact health-related behaviour.” Touraine’s words speak to the 

causal link between the images consumers see and the behavior they’re nudged to adopt.  

 The men’s side of the industry is not immune to the demands of the profit motive 

either. Chris Collins, who was a model for Ralph Lauren for twenty years before 

becoming a fragrance entrepreneur, shared that similar forces are at play in men’s 

fashion.  

If you look at ads from the late 1990s, there were these men who were 

statuesque, like Adonises. Then through the years, they got smaller and 

smaller. A friend of mine worked as a marketer. She said the reason is the 

sample sizes of the clothes got smaller because it saves money in 

production. The models are getting smaller because the samples are 

getting smaller. It costs less money to make smaller clothes. It’s 

economical. When she told me that it blew me away. It takes less money 

to make a small than an extra-large. That’s why every shirt comes in two 

extra-larges, a hundred smalls, a hundred mediums because it just takes 

more money to make bigger clothes. 

Consumers are unlikely to understand the economic drivers at play: that designers and 

marketers don’t have myriad body types in mind when going about their business. As a 

result, consumers are presented advertisements that portray an ideal image that doesn’t 

realistically pertain to the vast majority of people. Collins explains.  

It portrays this body image to the consumer that they should look like that. 

I did a piece on E! on this very topic. The consumer doesn’t look like 
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what’s in the ads now. [Models] represent maybe 3% of the body types in 

the world. It makes no sense. I don’t see those trends going away in the 

foreseeable future even though there is a huge market for normal-sized or 

plus-sized people. 

Since consumers acquiesce to the messages advertisers bombard them with, profit-

seeking corporations, and the mass media they utilize, have proven to be daunting 

adversaries. Venuses Willendorf and de Milo never stood a chance. What’s worse, the 

reach of technology through social media has expanded to almost every pocket and purse 

enabling its behavior-shaping power unprecedented influence.  

 Put simply, images are everywhere. Since its founding in 2010, more than 30 

billion images have been shared on Instagram, with some 80 million being added every 

day. Another 350 million are uploaded daily to Facebook. It’s not the pictures of 

someone’s dinner, or dog, or baby that matter here, though they do account for a 

component of those totals. Rather, it’s the photos aimed at selling something, designed to 

change perspectives in order to encourage consumer action, that require examination. 

After all, if a photo is worth a thousand words, in the age of digital imaging and 

Photoshop, can those words be trusted?  

 Many photographers argue that products like Adobe’s Photoshop editing software 

permit a level of artistry beyond what’s captured in camera. In popular parlance, to 

“photoshop” an image generally implies the addition, manipulation, or removal of objects 

in that image - taking the actual scene the camera captured and altering its contents. In 
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the context of marketing, one question looms large: at what point does photo editing 

depart from artistic expression and become intentionally misleading? 

 Steve McCurry is one of the world’s foremost photographers whose image of the 

Afghan Girl on the June 1985 cover of National Geographic is among the most iconic in 

the magazine’s one-hundred-and-thirty-year history. A tradition rooted in the pursuit of 

truth, the magazine’s mission statement extolls belief “in the power of science, 

exploration and storytelling to change the world.” A recently adopted slogan includes the 

statement, “stand behind the facts.” The recent revelation that McCurry’s work may have 

been altered has shaken that factual foundation. 

 In 2016, an online article at PetaPixel, one of the most widely read photography 

blogs, showed that two of McCurry’s published images had been edited. It wasn’t simply 

the application of aesthetic changes such as tweaks to color tones or contrast – something 

that is both routine and accepted among photojournalists. Rather, in two different images, 

entire human bodies were removed from the images, presumably to improve the photo’s 

composition. When confronted on the matter, McCurry indicated that the mistakes were 

made in his absence and clung to the notion of creative license when describing his 

photography as his “art” and his work as “visual storytelling.” 

 As photo editing pertains to discussions of beauty, body image manipulation, once 

only possible through diet, exercise, or surgical procedure, has digitally become a snap. 

Achieving those aims are three primary tools that photographers can utilize when editing 

or “retouching” a photo of a person. The first, and arguably the most benign when it 

comes to image alteration, is the healing brush, which is used to clean up irregularities in 
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the skin. Pimples, moles, hairs, and scars can all be removed digitally through the 

sampling and cloning of smoother areas of skin. Blemishes are temporary imperfections 

and removing them from images doesn’t raise ethical issues for most photographers. 

Nonetheless, this digital perfecting misleads viewers by presenting an unrealistic version 

of healthy skin. 

 The second, often referred to as airbrushing, is a process called frequency 

separation. Its purpose is to smooth out, if not remove entirely, the texture of skin. In 

technical terms, the retoucher is reducing the sharpness of pixels by creating a hazy mask 

which is digitally painted over skin. Wrinkles, cellulite, and even rolls of skin can be 

easily blurred away. Airbrushing is common practice these days. The more difficult task 

is finding commercial images that aren’t airbrushed. 

 The third, and most destructive, is the liquify tool. Applied by mouse, track pad, 

or stylus, a retoucher can select any portion of an image and adjust it. Shoulders can be 

broadened or narrowed, crooked noses can be made straight, breasts can be lifted, curves 

made smooth, and tummies tucked. Within a few minutes a skilled retoucher can 

extensively alter the subject’s natural shape.  

 As technological ease has increased, time spent cautiously pondering the 

ramifications of editing someone’s body seems to be on the decline. What of the woman 

whose natural appearance wasn’t good enough to be used as is? What of those who 

believe those images are real and are led to chase unattainable, non-existent perfection? 

Do those considerations even matter so long as the commercial interests of presenting the 

perfect body and face are being served? 
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 It’s not just commercial images being altered, however. Social pressure to be like 

the retouched models in the magazines has created lucrative business opportunities. In 

2013, an Israeli company called Lightricks created an app called Facetune. For $4, 

mobile device users can instantly retouch selfies by applying frequency separation to 

smooth out skin with their fingertips. By 2015, Lightricks had accumulated more than 

$13 million from more than 4 million customers. Be it Facetune or an Instagram filter, 

photo editing became available to anyone with a smartphone and a data plan, further 

extending the reach of post-truth. From the broad strokes of choosing which size shirt to 

pull off the rack to the specific selfie honed to perfection, what have we been led to 

believe is wrong about our appearances as we are? 

 While it may still take time before we reach the post-post-truth era, there are 

positive signs suggesting the pendulum may be swinging away from manipulation and 

toward a more real and wider presentation of beauty. International pharmacy CVS 

announced in January of 2018 that it would eliminate all retouched images from its line 

of cosmetics. Intent on ensuring “consistency and transparency” the company is rolling 

out what it calls the “CVS Beauty Mark”, a label conveying to customers promotional 

imagery that is not materially altered, which CVS defines as “changing or enhancing a 

person's shape, size, proportion, skin or eye color, wrinkles or any other individual 

characteristics.”  

 President of CVS Pharmacy and Executive Vice President of CVS Health, Helena 

Foulkes elaborates on the company’s position.  
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As a woman, mother and president of a retail business whose customers 

predominantly are women, I realize we have a responsibility to think about 

the messages we send to the customers we reach each day. The connection 

between the propagation of unrealistic body images and negative health 

effects, especially in girls and young women, has been established. As a 

purpose-led company, we strive to do our best to assure all of the 

messages we are sending to our customers reflect our purpose of helping 

people on their path to better health. 

CVS has initiated talks with suppliers to encourage their participation and plans for 

imagery from all beauty products it sells to conform to its policy for transparency by 

2020. 

 There is also growing evidence of this spirit for honest presentation on the 

creative side of the industry, specifically in the accelerating return of film photography. 

Driven partly by nostalgia, partly by aesthetics, and partly as a form of rebellion against 

Photoshop, the nearly-dead film photography industry is in the midst of renaissance.  

 Perhaps no company better exemplifies the disruptive nature of technology than 

historic film-maker Kodak, a company that has been on the decline since their fateful 

decision to forego development of memory cards in the advent of digital photography. 

Kodak’s flagship film brands like Kodachrome and Ektachrome were discontinued as 

digital imagery conquered the market and film revenues dried up. But, Ektachome is 

making a comeback with Kodak’s recent divestiture of its remaining film production unit 
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to an optimistic buyer, Kodak Alaris. And Kodak’s classic black and white film stock, 

Tri-X, continues to grow in popularity. 

 Other film companies such as FujiFilm and the British business, Harman 

Technology, makers of popular Illford monochrome films, have seen reasons to share that 

faith. In a January 2017 interview for Time, Giles Branthwaite, the sales and marketing 

director at Harman said, “we’re seeing film growth of 5% year-on-year globally.” It’s 

modest, but it’s positive, and it’s happening at high tide in the digital age. 

 Instant film is rebounding in similar fashion. The Impossible Project purchased 

Polaroid’s last remaining factory in 2008 after the imaging giant discontinued production 

of instant film. A successful crowd funding campaign bolstered IP’s growth and speaks to 

the public’s lament of film’s demise, a phenomenon explored in the 2012 documentary, 

Time Zero: The Last Year of Polaroid Film. In May of 2017, the largest shareholder of 

The Impossible Project finalized the acquisition of Polaroid, completing the family’s 

ownership and showing optimism for future growth.  The firm has since ditched The 

Impossible Project monicker and rebranded itself as Polaroid Originals. 

 My work in fashion photography has benefitted immensely from the rebirth of 

film. In early 2017, I discovered 35mm Magazine on Instagram and was struck by their 

hashtag: #Donteditme, which signified their rebellion against retouching. 35mm 

Magazine was running a Kickstarter campaign to fund the publication and distribution of 

their first issue. Founder and Creative Director, Nick Sabatalo, says the movement is 

about “not retouching people and empowering young individuals to be really proud of 

who they are.” A former model himself, Nick has lived the fashion business from all 
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sides. As he sees it, “the problem right now in the fashion industry with all these 

supermodels that are gracing the covers of these big magazines is that they're so overly 

edited and it’s not painting a realistic picture of who they are.” 

 35mm Magazine as a publication is as much an art piece as it is a magazine. 

Unretouched, film images are meticulously printed and placed into each layout and are 

accompanied by a handwritten note from one of the members of the fashion editorial 

team. Each photo story is sent to a poet who writes an original poem that captures the 

shoot’s aesthetic.  

 Wanting to incorporate film into my otherwise exclusively digital workflow, I 

travelled to LA in March of 2017 and met Nick at the Barracks Studio in the Koreatown 

district where we had arranged a film-based fashion shoot. When I walked in, I found 

Emma Holley, our model for the day, sitting on a stool wearing a sparkly cocktail dress 

and strappy, high heels. Makeup artist, Omayma Ramzy sporting a red, satin jacket over 

jeans and Chuck Taylor high-tops stepped in to touch up Emma’s lip gloss. Diffused 

sunlight filtered through a metal staircase leaving a triangular pattern that repeated 

diagonally up the darkened, far wall. Clothes, shoes, and power cords lay across chairs 

and tables and all about the floor. That odd assortment of colors didn’t matter to the roll 

of black and white negative film I loaded in my vintage Leica camera as I prepared to 

shoot.  

 Film cameras are controlled just like modern digital cameras in terms of creating 

properly exposed images. There’s one main difference: you don’t know how the image 

turns out until the film is processed. With a digital camera you can instantly check to see 
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if you like the image on the camera’s LCD screen and take another shot if not satisfied. 

The process for shooting film is significantly more deliberate.  

 On a digital camera, I’ve shot over a thousand images in a single shoot. For this 

set, I shot sixty images, just two rolls of film. It takes more time to accurately meter the 

light, to determine the model’s pose, and scan every corner of what will land within the 

frame before pressing the shutter release button. The relative scarcity of available 

exposures means considerably more thought goes into each image when shooting film 

compared to digital. 

 As a result, there’s much less work on the back end; virtually none. The images 

come back as digital scans, of course prints are available, too. As scans, they’re much like 

the files you get from a digital camera and can be edited similarly. I’ve found that they 

don’t need editing and not just because of the desire to live up to the #Donteditme 

philosophy, but because they’ve been so well-crafted in camera.  

 When Emma was ready, I metered the light to set the proper combination of 

aperture and shutter speed. I brought the camera up to my eye. Light from the window to 

my right fell gently on her face and left side revealing muscle tone and soft skin that 

contrasted against the hard, concrete floor. Emma’s leg ran its long course to my left, 

paralleling the stairway, and ended in pointed toes. The light features of her face emerged 

from the dark corner of the room behind her. The triangular pattern on the wall resembled 

a series of spotlights announcing her presence. I pressed the shutter release and instantly 

felt the return of an old excitement, an anticipation for what this image would be when it 

came back from the lab. 
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Ten days later, via digital scan of the developed negatives, I had my answer. 
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 Monochrome does much to simplify the image, to deemphasize the clutter that 

would be more noticeable in color. The distance between Emma in the foreground and the 

objects in the background draws attention to her figure as well. It focuses the viewer on 

the presence and absence of light. Her dress fits her form, showing off her natural curves, 

and the subtle sparkles in the fabric add texture and dimension otherwise lost in a flatter 

material. 

 Emma is an attractive woman: young, fit, voluptuous, so I knew I my work with 

her wasn’t breaking new ground in terms of revealing conventional beauty. But working 

with her did help me. It provided an opportunity to think about the other and equally 

important ways beauty is conveyed. I found beauty in the way she smiled with her eyes, 

tenderness in the way way she folded her hands beneath her chin, and earnestness in the 

way she looked into the lens the way someone does in an honest moment. As a 

photographer, I want to generate images that in some sense capture those gestures and 

emotions, which while performed by a model are nonetheless expressions of humanity, a 

form of beauty each of us can offer the world.  

 The methodical and contemplative manner required when shooting film 

reinforced the importance of slowing down, taking a craftsman-like approach, and 

remembering to look for and carefully consider all the details that fit in the frame. But as 

much as the process of capturing beauty is important to me as a photographer, and as 

much as it is the goal of fashion photography, it’s not lost on me that even my best 

images risk being reductive of all that feminine beauty entails, regardless of whether 

they’re photoshopped or not. It’s the same with even the most breathtaking images of Mt. 
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Everest or the Grand Canyon that cannot possibly convey all that it feels like to stand 

before them in person - the cold, the wind, the heartbeat that races at their staggering 

heights and depths. The photographer’s awareness and intention then, I was coming to 

learn, are the critical determinants in whether beauty is reduced or magnified, controlled 

or set free. I could properly expose an image, but there was much I still needed to study 

about feminine beauty and my efforts to present it in my work. That part of my education 

took me back to 1964 Italy. 

 Pirelli & C., more simply known as Pirelli, is one of the world’s foremost 

producers of high-performance consumer tires, the kind Ferraris ride on. Founded in 

Milan, a city long known as the fashion capital of the world, the company began 

producing a promotional calendar in 1964, which it made available on a limited basis to 

select clients. Though global conflicts led to a nine-year interruption starting in the 

1970s, “The Cal”, as it’s become known, has featured many of the world’s most 

prominent models and celebrities and been shot by a ‘who’s who’ list of illustrious 

photographers—Herb Ritts, Richard Avedon, Peter Lindbergh, and Bruce Weber to name 

a few. The images published over the decades include virtually all the 1990s-era faces the 

world has come to know: supermodels such as Cindy Crawford, Naomi Campbell, 

Christy Turlington, and Heidi Klum. 

 While the calendar’s exclusivity tantalized the public’s consciousness, it’s the 

images featured over the last twenty years that have established The Cal as a global 

phenomenon, intertwining it with haute couture and fine photography. Initially serving as 

the artistic companion to Pirelli’s commercial mission to innovate and seek excellence, 
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The Cal’s recent rise to prominence as a work of art led to separation from the tire 

business. In 1993, The Cal became an entity unto itself, severing its ties with steel-belted 

rubber, no longer intended to promote tire sales. 

 The Cal’s creative independence is reflected in the images it presents, which are 

now free to challenge existing standards in pursuit of openness and truth. Provoking 

conversation about gender norms, US Gold Medalist Carl Lewis appeared in high heels in 

1993. The 2012 calendar featured an image by Steve McCurry, yes, the same Steve 

McCurry, of Victoria’s Secret model Adriana Lima, who posed while pregnant.  

 Some element of nudity has traditionally been an integral feature. In famed 

portraitist Annie Leibovitz’ own words, her 2000 calendar constituted “an exercise in 

nude body photography.” Her next run in 2012, however, was nearly the opposite with 

everyone fully clothed save for a half-naked Amy Schumer. Leibovitz’ reasoning was to 

focus “on the woman as the bearer of positive messages,” with “pictures that go beyond 

the physical.”  

 Leibovitz’ calendar was a refreshing look at women for their accomplishments in 

all areas of society. Pirelli selecting her to shoot it was a positive move, too. As Vanity 

Fair notes, “Leibovitz is the only woman—aside from husband-and-wife duo Inez and 

Vinoodh, in 2007—to have photographed the calendar in over 25 years.” I’ve long been 

an admirer of her work and her images, such as the ones that have run in The Cal, have 

helped open minds and untangle prejudices. What’s more, these projects portrayed the 

beauty of people well above an 18 BMI at a time when that message desperately needed 

to be heard. 
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 Of all the images I’ve studied in consideration of feminine beauty, however, the 

most meaningful series to me is the 2017 edition, Peter Lindbergh’s third calendar. His 

work challenges viewers to consider the notions that prop up the prevalent (and narrow) 

definition of beauty. The nudity he utilizes is not the lack of clothes, but the absence of 

masks. Minimal makeup. No retouching. The goal for Lindbergh was “not [to] shoot a 

calendar about perfect bodies but to capture sensitivity and emotion, laying bare the souls 

of the women in the images, rendering them more naked than nude.” 

 Lindbergh’s purpose for shooting this calendar was to “convey personality, 

sensitivity and the guts to be yourself.” He expounded saying, “this should be the 

responsibility of photographers today: to free women, and finally everyone, from the 

terror of youth and perfection.” 

 Certainly, Lindbergh has built a successful career in the fashion industry creating 

images that convey beauty, but he was aware of the negative consequences advertising 

has had, particularly when it presents a restricting definition of beauty as flawless, 

fleeting, and exclusive. "Since it's based on consumption,” he said of fashion advertising, 

“the present system offers a single kind of beauty, which is essentially one of youth and 

perfection, since its objective is to get people to consume. I wanted to use the 2017 

Calendar to convey a different kind of beauty.” 

 “But this idea of beauty has nothing to do with the real world or with women. The 

Pirelli Calendar conveys a different message, which is that beauty is far more than what 

advertising offers us today. Beauty that speaks about individuality, the courage to be 

yourself, and [presenting] your very own sensibility," Lindbergh said. "That’s my 
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definition of a woman today. That is the goal of the calendar, to show that woman and not 

the stretched and manipulated [woman often shown in the commercial media].” 

 As subjects, Lindbergh sought an interesting array of women of different 

backgrounds, nationalities, and ages, “the best actresses in the world,” as he put it, “with 

the most talent, who have something to say.” The Cal 2017 features Nicole Kidman, Kate 

Winslet, Zhang Ziyi, Julianne Moore, Jessica Chastain, Penélope Cruz, Rooney Mara, 

Helen Mirren, Lupita Nyong'o, Charlotte Rampling, Léa Seydoux, Uma Thurman, Alicia 

Vikander and Robin Wright. 

 Lindbergh’s sentiments echo those of Los Angeles fashion model, Ema McKie. In 

an interview I conducted with her for 35mm Magazine, she spoke extensively about body 

image.  

The whole body image thing is really [narrowly defined] right now. I feel 

like we need to let go of boundaries because come on, it’s 2017! We’re 

beyond that. There’s tons and tons of variations of what a model is right 

now. I feel like at this point it’s more about technique and experience and 

working toward being better at it than ‘oh, I’m pretty, here I am’. It’s more 

talent-based right now which is super-cool, and personality based, which I 

love! It’s about people being people. 

Represented by the Vision Agency in LA, Ema is very much what the industry has 

traditionally wanted: She’s just shy of five feet ten inches tall, has blonde hair and blue 

eyes, and wears a size zero dress. Physical characteristics don’t define her though, Ema is 

also a wife and mother to a lovely daughter. She’s also experienced. Earlier this year she 
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was featured in Emily Daccarett’s 2017 Innocent Until Proven Guilty collection. She has 

her finger on the pulse of the industry and knows its fickle temperament.   

The plus-sized model is wonderful and makes me really happy. It’s 

brought on a whole new form of almost hatred for the fashion model body 

because if a size 8 is now the new cool, then the size 0 is all of a sudden a 

problem for everybody. That’s definitely a thing. So, you’re battling it. 

Right now, blondes are out. They want you to be racially interesting. They 

want you to be something bedsides European, American, white, blonde. 

You either have to be brunette or you have to be darker skinned, 

interesting, character. We might be getting somewhere for certain things, 

but at the same time, we’re also phasing other things out. 

Even though trends might be working against Ema, there is encouragement to be taken 

from the broadening definition of beauty she speaks of in which the images created to 

portray beauty are increasingly inclusive of a wider range of humanity. The status quo is 

changing in positive and welcomed ways. “In the evolution of the conversation on 

feminism, we’ve always called into question the diversity of feminism,” actress DeWanda 

Wise told me when I interviewed her for Paste Magazine in 2017. We need to allow “for 

both a Beyoncé and a Maya Angelou, and not having it be this thing that’s mutually 

exclusive.”  

 And that gets to the heart of why Lindbergh’s 2017 calendar that depicts a new 

type of “naked” woman are so powerful. His images are clean, simple, and illuminate 

their subjects. The subjects are, of course, beautiful, but that is because of their 
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uniqueness, their diversity, and the vulnerability they courageously present. Lindbergh’s 

portraits then, are consequential, effective because of the humanity they elevate and the 

styling elements, wardrobe, and makeup that know their complementary place. It’s all 

about looking for, finding, and celebrating the beauty in each woman exactly as she is. 

 For precisely that reason, The Cal 2017 served as the inspiration for my favorite 

shoot to date. In May of 2017 over dinner at the True Food Kitchen in Santa Monica, 

California, I discussed Lindbergh’s work with my dear friend, Emily Nestor. Shooting 

with her has been foundational in my development as a photographer. She’s modeled for 

me more than anyone else over the last four years. We’ve shot thousands of images 

together.  What’s particularly special is the studio set we produced in Los Angeles’ 

fashion district in January of 2015, which marked the first unassisted fashion shoot of my 

career. It was the first shoot I’d conceptualized and executed with an agency-represented 

model whom I’d cast myself—not with a friend, not at a workshop, just a model and me. 

Those images turned out well, but more important was the opportunity to get to know 

someone on a deeper level, to develop a friendship, and an endless source of inspiration. 

 For the Lindbergh inspired theme, we shot in the Venice apartment I’d rented. It 

was a modern space with three levels, hardwood floors, and a wall of exposed concrete 

masonry. Stairs that ran the length of the building led up from the ground floor entryway 

past bedrooms to the main living area. A spiral staircase shot vertically to a rooftop 

lounge. Ample sunlight flooded the west side of the apartment softly filtered through 

frosted glass windows.  
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 We shot a variety of looks that day, but all were based in monochromatic tones: a 

white button-down shirt, a snug-fitting strapless dress, a bodysuit. But it was the very 

first look that sparked one of the most meaningful and enduring images. Emily chose a 

lacy black bra to wear over a pair of black jeans. Like the Lindbergh calendar, she wore 

no makeup; she was allowing herself to be truly seen. “You’re at your most beautiful 

without a hint of makeup”, I told her as we began. I meant it. Makeup just can’t do justice 

to what’s already brilliant. 

 After a few warm up shots with her seated in a chair, I asked Emily to stand by 

the largest window on the room’s west side. It was early afternoon, with abundant light 

from the high sun sneaking through the gap between our building and the next on our 

block. Softened by the opaque glass, the light fell evenly and cleanly on Emily’s face. I 

had her turn at an angle to let shadows emerge and create depth. Though this was a digital 

shoot, I was thinking back to the lessons I’d learned shooting film with Emma. Slow 

down. Compose carefully. See how the light falls. Look for the perfect gesture. It resulted 

in this… 
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 I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about why I find this image representative of 

feminine beauty. I’ve examined this photo, like I did the one of Emma, noting the 

elements that make it appealing and how it presents light and shadow, textures and 

emotions. For those reasons, this image is important to me. But photography isn’t so 

much the means of creating beauty as it is the occasion to experience the joys of 

collaboration and capture the essence of our shared human experience in ways that 

uniquely please us. The results, the images themselves, like the Venuses, are reminders of 

that joy and representations of beauty, and lend reassuring permanence in an ever-

changing life. 

 Hindsight suggests to me now that, while there’s nothing wrong with shooting 

photos of models, I was falling into the same trap that has long-plagued the fashion 

industry: that something is beautiful only if it fits specific criteria. Yes, Emily is a fashion 

model. And while I find this photo of Emily to be beautiful, it’s the tender strength I see 

in it that’s important, because the process of working with her has helped me to look for 

those genuine qualities in others. And recognizing beauty in others, or maybe just the 

awareness that it exists in everyone, is an encouraging realization that I might be learning 

something. 

 I’ve also learned that if someone else doesn’t share my vision of what I find 

beautiful in the world, not only is that just fine, it is a good thing. The marketing efforts 

of the fashion and beauty industries have diligently tried to converge everyone’s sense of 

beauty into a very narrow definition—homogeneity is cheaper to package and sell after 

all. It’s actually a blessing that each of us sees the world a little bit differently. 
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 Beauty, as Ema McKie and Peter Lindbergh cried out for, is the beauty of 

humanity, of which feminine beauty is a part. It’s the beauty of the soul, that’s found in 

courage, kindness, and vulnerability as much as in the curve of a smile or the twinkle in 

an eye. Beauty is less about what we look like and more about the grace and gentleness 

with which we live.  

 In this ongoing study of feminine beauty however, I still need to be careful not to 

insist on my own definition of it. Of the ancient philosophy of Taoism, Lao Tzu states 

that to define the Tao is to fail to understand it, or as one translation puts it, “the name 

that can be named is not the eternal Tao.” Beauty then, like the Tao, cannot be named nor 

defined, but it most certainly can be observed, experienced, and celebrated. Just as the 

welcomed pregnancy twenty-five thousand years ago was ultimately more important than 

the stilled statue of the Venus of Willendorf, the more important thing for us is to look for 

beauty in the world and not impose constraints on it. For it’s only in the allowing of 

beauty to be as it is, that we’ll ever be able to truly see it.  



The Lies We Call the Truth 

or 

what I learned about overthinking and white privilege on a journey to Standing Rock 
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“I intend to judge things for myself; to judge wrongly, I think, is more honorable than not 
to judge at all.” ― Henry James 

I felt frustrated and fat. It was the day after Thanksgiving 2016 and I’d just driven back to 

Georgia after spending the holiday with my sister and her family in Nashville. I felt like a 

slug. I’d eaten nonstop for three days and lived lazily in the comfort a warm home 

surrounded by loved ones. It’s not that I was ungrateful, if nothing else, losing my mother 

in a car accident several years back reinforced the importance of time with family. But 

that tragic event also left me a growing unease at all the time I waste. I think that’s why I 

felt purposeless, not without things that needed doing, but certainly without things I 

wanted to do. 

 I often find myself feeling this way, pulled between two equally debilitating trains 

of thought. One, this disquieting need to pour myself into work that means something and 

make a contribution before my time runs out. Two, the undermining apathy that 

pessimistically asks what difference could I possibly make? Both result in accomplishing 

nothing and leave me floundering in a shallow pool of guilt over the days that slip away. 

Intellectually, I know the wise path forward follows neither of these extremes, but runs 

somewhere down the middle. It’s the doing of the simple things that need doing and 

remaining content with forward progress even if it’s slow. But I make things so much 

harder than they have to be. Why? Because choosing to make any difference even small 

differences is thwarted by the narcissism that only the most profound difference will do. 

If it’s not really going to matter and if I can’t pull it off anyway, why bother trying? My 

problem then, isn’t one of not finishing, it’s so often that I never get started.  
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 I needed to get out of my head. I needed out of my routine and the habit of 

overthinking. And when I get this way, I usually just pack my stuff and go somewhere, to 

see and feel and do something else, anything else. I didn’t want to have to explain my 

psychosis for the latest escape I’d contrived, but I did need someone, my dad, to look 

after my dog while I was gone. So, true to the high school teacher of US History that I 

used to be and the non-fiction writer I was in graduate school studying to become, I 

conjured up the following, which while all legitimate, served the more pragmatic purpose 

of making logical sense to those who needed to know why I’d soon be driving to North 

Dakota in the dead of winter. 

 During the warmer months of the year, I work as a fly fishing guide on the public 

waters around Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. Though no less than it 

should be everywhere else on the planet, climate change is of primary concern there. 

Clean, cold water is essential to healthy trout populations and I’ve researched and 

witnessed the damage that results when the water warms just a few degrees above normal 

thresholds.  Ecosystems are more fragile than we think. 

 Over the last season, I’d been paying close attention to another developing threat 

to clean water which had been raging for months in North Dakota at the Standing Rock 

Reservation, where protesters gathered to interrupt oil pipeline construction. Depending 

on the media outlet, reports varied widely about how safe and how legal the pipeline was. 

Even more divisive were the stories about conflicts between protestors and law 

enforcement. Seeing this as a chance to do something, to be an observer, maybe even a 

reporter of historic events, and certainly out of frustration with post-truth society, I 
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decided to go see Standing Rock for myself and learn more about how things came to 

such a violent head there. 

 My initial research revealed that two years earlier, Energy Transfer Partners (ETP) 

submitted an application to construct a 1,172-mile pipeline from the Bakken Oil Sands in 

northwest North Dakota to link up with existing infrastructure in Iowa. Once finished, the 

pipeline would carry nearly 600,000 barrels of oil per day through four states. Our 

economy is dependent upon petrochemical energy and existing pipeline networks run 

nationwide like a spiderweb. At first glance, with regulatory boxes apparently checked, 

this project didn’t seem to warrant protest. There’s more to the story, however, and the 

rub lies in the history of the pipeline, specifically its first proposed pathway.  

 To reach Iowa, the pipeline had to cross the Missouri River, which impeded its 

eastern run. Original plans called for the route to cross the river north of the capital city 

of Bismarck. Environmental impact studies soon determined that route unviable because 

it threatened municipal water sources. Or, as the Bismarck Tribune reported, “the 

Bismarck route would have crossed an area considered by federal pipeline regulators to 

be a ‘high consequence area,’ which is an area determined to have the most significant 

adverse consequences in the event of a pipeline spill.” Thus, legislators conceived and 

subsequently approved a southern route designed to pass through the Standing Rock 

Reservation well south of the capital city. Their decision centered not on if the pipeline 

threatened drinking water, but whose. 

 On the way out of town, I shopped for the things I’d need for winter camping. I 

bought insulated overalls, a camp stove and the propane to fuel it, a folding table and 
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chair, a subzero-rated sleeping bag, a thermal sleeping pad, waterproof boots, first aid 

supplies, canned soups and vegetables, snack bars, fresh apples and oranges, dehydrated 

meals and several gallons of water to cook them with. If it looked like it might be useful 

on the snowy plains of western North Dakota, I purchased it with the self-righteous 

thought that I could donate these things and the leftover food to the water protectors 

when I left. I packed it all up in the back of my Chevy Tahoe, folded down the backseats 

to make space for my bedroll, hopped in, and headed north.  

*** 

“Where are you from?”, the Hampton Inn clerk asked smiling, knowing the answer 

wasn’t anywhere close. I’d asked her for a room for the night in an accent that might as 

well have been Swahili from the way her head snapped up from the computer, eyes wide 

open and smiling. “I’m from Georgia,” I answered, feeling her question confirm what my 

tired eyes had been telling me—I was a long way from home.   

 I’d made Watertown, South Dakota in fifteen hours. It was the furthest I could go 

north on interstates and rather than risk driving over icy, country roads with declining 

options for a warm bed, I decided to stop for the night. Just off Interstate 29, it seemed 

like a nice town, though there wasn't much scenery to take in since the sun set hours 

before I’d left Iowa. But I felt warmed by the innkeeper’s Midwestern friendliness and 

her offer of coffee and complimentary breakfast that would be available at six in the 

morning. Saying thanks, I scooped up my key card and headed up to my third-floor room. 
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 I considered a meal. The easy option was a sports bar across the hotel parking lot, 

which was close enough to make the short walk over the crusty snow without needing a 

coat. There’d be music in there, and televisions showing college football. The Pac-12 

Conference championship was on and the Washington Huskies were whipping Colorado. 

Most pundits didn’t have the Buffs making it this far, but they’d exceeded expectations. 

In the end though, I was more tired than hungry, and a beer at the bar over a plate of 

wings lost out to the remains of a roast beef sandwich I’d picked up in St. Joseph, 

Missouri five hours ago. The cold sandwich, a hot shower, and a soft place to lie down 

suited me fine. I didn’t feel much like conversation anyway. 

 Stepping out of the shower, I couldn’t see myself in the bathroom mirror for all 

the fog that hovered over the granite vanity. I toweled off and brushed my teeth. I took a 

long pull of water from the insulated bottle I carry and climbed into bed. After living 

eight years at the top of the Snake River watershed in the Teton range, there’s not many 

water sources I trust. Still hours from Standing Rock, just the thought of oil spills 

contaminating drinking water was messing with my mind. The football game was on, but 

the already lopsided score wasn’t getting any closer and failed to hold my interest. I set 

the alarm for six and switched off the light.  

 A door closed in the room next to mine. Muffled voices spoke in a male bass and 

female soprano. Soon, the unmistakeable throes of passion. Maybe they were a couple 

traveling together so glad to escape the confines of the vehicle and turn their attention to 

each other. Maybe it was a rendezvous: two lovers separated by time and distance 
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meeting somewhere in the middle, while their spouses unknowingly looked after the kids 

miles away.  

 The sex was rough, and the walls were thin. I didn’t want to listen, but there was 

no way to avoid it. Some deep-seated need was being met, however elicit or forbidden it 

was, and I didn’t want to disturb them by turning up the television to drown out the noise. 

It wouldn’t have worked anyway, since the motel’s money went into fancy bathroom 

countertops not soundproof walls. They’d know it meant someone could hear them, but 

that knowledge couldn’t stop the momentum they’d built. And no good would come from 

adding self-consciousness to whatever cocktail of emotions they already had brewing. I 

rolled over, put a pillow over my head and futilely tried to sleep. 

 I’d call it having sex, but it was more than that. It was physical and carnal, and 

they did it for over an hour, taking silent breaks before starting again. Each next time 

rougher and louder than before. Open palms hitting walls, then bodies thudding. They 

must have destroyed that room because they certainly destroyed each other. And I 

wondered what else and who else they might be destroying, too. 

*** 

I woke before my alarm sounded and reached for my phone to check the weather. Fifteen 

degrees outside, but sunny for most of the day, though sunrise wouldn’t come for another 

hour. I showered, put on fresh clothes, and packed my bag. I rinsed my coffee mug in the 

bathroom sink and went downstairs to have at the complimentary breakfast.  
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 I fixed a plate of powdered eggs, poured hot coffee into my steel mug and kicked 

up casual conversation with the other guests doing the same. A national network morning 

show was on, and the guy who must have been first to the room who had the remote 

control offered to change the channel if there was something else I’d like to watch. 

 “Most kind of you,” I said, “but I’ll be on my way soon. Thank you, though.” 

 “There’s nothing good on the news anyway,” he said. “Been that way for a 

while.” 

 Nodding in agreement, I made short work of the eggs, put away my trash, and 

took a moment to say thanks to the hotel attendant who’d prepared the spread. She 

wished me a good day and safe travels. I went back to my room smiling about those small 

acts of kindness, energized by them as my thoughts turned to the drive ahead. Five hours 

still between me and the reservation, but I thought it smart to let the sun do its work on 

the roads. Temperatures would not likely edge above freezing today, but it was supposed 

to stay sunny long enough to melt the ice in my way. 

 I flipped on the muted television to catch the weather that confirmed the cold, 

partly sunny forecast my phone’s weather app predicted. I’d backed my car into the 

parking space last night so it would face the rising sun to melt off the frost. I looked out 

the window and saw that plan was slowly working—then a door closed. It was the couple 

in the next room. A moment later the door closed again. Hearing this and not wanting to 

share an awkward elevator ride, I waited by my window hoping they'd parked on my side 

of the building so I could confirm their departure. They had, and now stood by two cars: 

a grey Toyota sedan and a white Ford Explorer parked on either side of my truck. They 
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hugged then shared a few parting words that appeared to me only as steam then 

disappeared in the frosty morning air just as quickly as last night’s lust. She got in her 

SUV, he leaned in to kiss her, then closed the door and walked away. He got in his car 

and drove off.  

 It was time to get going myself. I checked around to make certain I hadn't left my 

wallet or phone and walked out of the room. Another minute or two passed waiting for 

then riding the elevator down two floors. But when I reached my car, she was still there. 

Through the frosted window, I could see her curly, blonde hair. Engine on, car warming, 

she was hunched forward, hands in her lap, her shoulders seemed to shudder in great sobs

—the kind of thing you do when your heart is breaking.  

 I didn't want her to notice me, no need to compound her grief with the 

embarrassment of being caught in a vulnerable moment. I tried to load my bag quietly 

with my back turned toward her car, but her head perked up and swung my way when I 

started my truck. A second later, with the sound of gears shifting, she backed her truck 

across a patch of crunchy snow, turned left and pulled off into the sun. She needed 

reassurance that things would be alright. I didn’t know where she was going to find it. 

*** 

The dark asphalt of federal highway 212 led west out of town. Chased by a blazing 

sunrise, I rode that road for several hours before going north on 83, then west again to 

cross the Missouri River on 12. The hills were slight but frequent, significant enough 

only to interrupt the flatness, and to allow lakes, large and small, to settle in between 
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them. Most were frozen over. It was early December, but snow covered the ground and 

had for a while from the string of storms that seemed earlier and more numerous this year 

- though not as numerous as the snow geese. The sky was littered with them, white flecks 

in large bands, up with the sun and on the move to find open water. They make their 

home in rough country. Everything out here is rough country. 

 Hours west, South Dakota grew flat, so flat that you begin to feel the curvature of 

the earth as the unimpeded horizon curled away in every direction. Often with great 

distances between them, the towns out there are small and close-knit. I’m sure the 

townsfolk all know each other, and that familiarity makes it easy to pick out a stranger. 

That doesn’t make them cold, though. In fact, in my experience, small-town people are 

the complete opposite.  

 But we’ve grown wary as a nation and distrustful. People come in from elsewhere 

and start making changes or want to interrupt the changes being made. The inertia of 

‘how we do things here’ is as powerful as the climate is brutal. Winter is hard and 

surviving the cold means families need money to survive. Sometimes that means the 

moral high ground of environmentalism is nothing more than a good place to die of 

exposure. In the long run we’re all dead, but dying in the short run is what we really fear. 

And we do a lot of things to make those fears go away like leasing our land for a pipeline 

or meeting up for a torrid night at the Watertown Hampton Inn. 

 The absence of cities or population centers of any significance means it doesn't 

take long to drive out of radio coverage. Every hour or so I found myself scrolling though 

the static to find another clear signal. This road trip wasn’t an occasion to just to listen to 
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satellite radio or Spotify and remain comfortable in my own portable bubble. I wanted to 

learn as much as I could. And while the long drive on back roads was a good way to see 

where people lived, with many miles still to go, local radio was the only way to hear 

them. 

 Yoga is a sin, the Christian Radio host announced. It’s an easy first step into the 

occult. 

 Scrolling across the dial, that statement got my attention. I’d always thought of 

yoga as a spiritual practice, a holy form of exercise, a method to improve the mind and 

take care of the body which the Bible considered a ‘temple’.  

 The caller wanted to know how to extricate herself from her yoga practice. 

There’s not many options for exercise in my town and I thought I’d try it, she admitted. 

 It’s a process of renunciation and repentance that you must do three times to be 

fully clean, said the host. The conversation continued into the particulars as I drove along.  

 My daughter wants to take up Tae Kwon Do, the caller continued.  

 That’s not a good idea either. The martial arts are closely intertwined with the 

beliefs of the occult and it’s a slippery slope you don’t want to start down. 

 The caller gave unquestioning power to the radio show host, who spoke with 

authority, but I didn’t know whose. This didn’t sound like a cogent, spiritual argument, 

but typified the kind of influential messaging we see too much of now. Be it fanatic 

dogma of religious institutions, outraged tirades of elected officials, or just the boisterous 

rantings from a cocksure guy at the bar, we have a funny way of acquiescing to messages 

because of the force with which they’re delivered rather than the validity on which 
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they’re based. We allow others to exercise control over us, to keep us cordoned off in a 

fabricated comfort zone where our interests aren’t being met though we’re told they are. 

Status quo maintenance: not because it’s best for the masses, but because it’s what’s best 

for those in authority, or at least those with the loudest voices. The effective tactics 

remain: make them afraid of something and assure them you’re the only solution or tell 

them nothing will go wrong, it’s all under control. Sleight of hand and manipulation by 

fearmongering, that’s how power is created and sustained. 

*** 

Mobridge, South Dakota sits on the east bank of Lake Oahe (pronounced oh-WAH’-hee). 

The lake, formed by damming the Missouri River at Pierre, South Dakota, runs more than 

two hundred miles north to Bismarck, North Dakota. Other than a local oil and gas 

company, presumably for reselling propane and other heating fuels, the Mobridge 

Chamber of Commerce lists no extractive services. The primary industry for the some 

thirty-five-hundred residents is agriculture.  

 Mobridge is close to Standing Rock by western measures of distance. It’s only 

seventy miles further north to reach the Reservation. But it was lunchtime and I was 

hungry, so I drove around downtown to see what local joints might be open on a Saturday

—anything but fast food. I drove past Rick’s Cafe on Main Street and circled the block to 

park in the space out front. The building was a bland structure of prefabricated, beige-

painted stone. Multicolored bricks lined the bottoms of several three-by-five-foot 

windows that let in the trickle of natural light that snuck its way inside. The only touch of 
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flair was the partially orange signage that spelled ‘Rick’s’ in old English font. Of all the 

gin joints, I thought to myself, but that romantic image was quickly squelched by the 

neon sign advertising Bud Light and the experience I would have inside. 

 The sun was still one step ahead of the clouds and the wind seemed content to 

mind its own business, so feeling no need to put on a coat over my grey, wool sweater, I 

walked inside beneath Rick’s American flag. Commonly found in colder climates, Rick’s 

had a double door front entry and I held the outer door open for a departing patron, who 

neither made eye contact nor bothered to say thanks for the courtesy, making this place 

felt strangely less welcoming than Watertown had last night. 

 No one walked up to greet me, but a woman, whose air of authority suggested she 

was the owner, said from behind the bar that I could sit wherever I liked. The bar and 

cash register were on the left inside the main dining area. Homemade seasoning salt was 

for sale in jars large and small, and several flat-panel televisions hung from opposing 

walls. I sat facing one that played The Karate Kid. Appropriate perhaps, since I was 

feeling a bit out of place just like little Daniel LaRusso was on the TV. The carpet was red 

and patterned, the kind you’d find in a casino, but if the radio show was any indication, I 

doubt gambling would be looked on kindly here. The tables were all covered with beige 

oilcloth and centerpieces were made from napkin holders and whichever condiments 

remained from the previous customer’s use. The flatware was standard, industrial metal 

probably supplied by Sysco and the food would come on styrofoam plates, beverages in 

plastic cups. The menu unsarcastically proclaimed Rick’s as “One of the best places to eat 

in South Dakota!”  
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 Upon her reluctant return, I asked about the house specialty which was tortilla 

soup and the bison burger. I ordered both and a water. I sat there in my seat, uninterested 

in the movie and apparently uninteresting to the wait staff. The few visits made to my 

table were transactional not social. I felt separate and unwelcome. There’s no telling how 

many Standing Rock supporters had driven through Mobridge in the last seven months. 

North Dakota state patrol closed the road south to the reservation from Bismarck, so 

driving through Mobridge was the only way in. The locals here, I figured, they’d seen my 

type and thought I had no business here. Or, at least they’d seen men with long hair like 

mine, presumably with politics and accents different from those native to western South 

Dakota. 

 I was served by whom I thought to be the daughter of the woman in charge from 

the glances and side conversations they exchanged. Another customer seated behind me, 

who seemed familiar with the folks working here, started up a conversation across my 

table as if I wasn’t even in the room. She asked the girl if she were playing basketball this 

year. The girl’s reply indicated she wouldn’t. Having the tone that it wasn’t her choice, 

she said she’d just focus on school and work, the same work she was showing little 

enthusiasm for presently. Her sullen demeanor suggested she was torn between 

desperation to leave and resignation to stay here forever. In any event, she seemed to be 

checking basketball off the list of possible tickets out. Having coached high school sports 

for sixteen years, it was hard to see a young woman decide against doing something for 

herself, and instead choosing security in the familiar over opportunity. And in the process 

maybe she was closing, even if slightly, the door out of this isolated place. There was a 
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lifelessness to Mobridge, but maybe the dullness, however dreary, felt safer than the 

uncertainty of escape. I feared it would kill her spirit just the same. 

 The soup was good, though not so good as to convince me it hadn’t come from a 

can. The stale tortilla chips accompanying it gave no illusion of being homemade either. 

Being fully cooked and slightly warmer than luke was the highest praise I could offer the 

bison burger. At least it wasn’t mystery meat passed off as bison, but not much effort was 

happening in the kitchen. The meal was slightly sad, maybe like the town itself, served 

with a side of the apathy I was familiar with, a lingering question of, ‘what’s the point?’ 

Like the slow drip from an IV bag, monotony and repetition killed off any hopes of 

passion or creativity. So much for one the best places in South Dakota. 

 The town was visually appealing, and with the lake and its recreational 

opportunities, it had potential. But that’s all it was, or ever will be: unrealized potential. I 

wasn’t expecting much. I’d taken the food on as fuel, and hadn’t been after a high 

culinary experience. I’d hoped to speak with a few people who might find my accent 

peculiar or welcome a curious visitor. But the distinct lack of interest in speaking with me 

never let up, so I decided not to push the issue. I remained pleasant, saying please and 

thank you whenever possible, but as an outsider, it seemed best to eat quietly, pay, and 

leave. So I did, and I left a tip equal to my tab, offered thanks with a smile, and walked 

outside to look for warmth. 

 Making a u-turn, I eased north on Main Street stopping at every other block to let 

pedestrians cross. My waves to them received no reply. Knowing the reservation lay 

across the river and that gasoline was available though possibly scarce, I decided to fill 
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up. The thought didn’t occur to me until I left town, but I never saw any evidence that 

citizens of Mobridge shared any support for the water defenders upstream. Most western 

towns like this one have limited economies, and the industries they do have are usually 

tied to the land, be it agricultural or extractive. It would be understandable if the local 

economy here were heavily benefited by oil and gas businesses, but it wasn’t. Why then, 

with a protest just upriver that was drawing global attention, was there no support in 

Mobridge for the people fighting for the very water they drink here? 

 Reflecting back on my US History teaching days, it’s not lost on me that there are 

deep divides between white settlers and Native Americans. And here, mere miles from 

where Sitting Bull (the Lakota hero at the Battle of Little Bighorn, who for decades led 

Sioux resistance to white encroachment) is buried, the water of the mile-wide Missouri 

literally and politically separates the Caucasian settlement of Mobridge from the Lakota 

Sioux of Standing Rock. Competition for the most favorable land and the mutually 

exclusive viewpoints on land ownership and usage precluded much seeing eye to eye 

during Manifest Destiny in the 19th century. In an age virtually non-technological by 

today’s standards, where factual information was difficult to obtain and slow in 

transmission, settlers’ perspectives towards native Americans were shaped for the worst 

by propaganda and misinformation. The news travels much faster now, but the agenda of 

those in charge doesn’t seem to have improved. 

 In the introduction to his book, The Earth Is Weeping, Peter Cozzens includes two 

telling quotations from whites in authority about “the Indian Problem” during the 

settlement of the west. The first is from President Abraham Lincoln, who hosted a visit 
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from several western Indian tribal chiefs, including Lean Bear of the Cheyenne tribe. 

Responding to his request for advice on the growing conflict between Indians and white 

settlers, Lincoln offered Lean Bear no optimism.  

I can only say that I can see no way in which your race is to become as numerous 

and prosperous as the white race excepting living as they do, but by the 

cultivation of the earth. It is the object of this government to be on terms of peace 

with you and with all our red brethren, and if our children should sometimes 

behave badly and violate treaties, it is against our wish. You know, it is not 

always possible for any father to have his children do precisely as he wishes them 

to do. 

The other came from General George Crook, whose PBS bio claims was “considered the 

army’s greatest Indian fighter.” He spoke on the conditions imposed on Indians by 

whites.  

I do not wonder, and you will not either, that when Indians see their wives and 

children starving and their last source of supplies cut off, they go to war. And 

then we are sent out there to kill them. It is an outrage. All tribes tell the same 

story. They are surrounded on all sides, the game is destroyed or given away, they 

are left to starve, and there remains but one thing for them to do — fight while 

they can. Our treatment of the Indian is an outrage. 

Provocation to the point of retaliation then labeling those as savage for daring to seek 

justice. It’s the real story of western settlement and now a pipeline was central to the 

latest chapter. Hate, I suppose, tastes better than clean water. 
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*** 

General stores and car dealerships fortified the town’s western boundary and led toward a 

two-lane bridge that crossed Lake Oahe. On the west bank, a sign riddled with bullet 

holes welcomed me to Standing Rock. Now in the reservation, I took a right turn to head 

north on state highway 1806, which, seventy miles further, I’d find blockaded by state 

police. 

 A switchback wound up a hill on the west side of the river and a small white cross 

stood in the sun on the roof of a wood-frame church. Unlike the pedestrians of Mobridge, 

the few cars that passed returned the steering wheel waves I offered. With no other way 

in, it was obvious that I could only be headed to the protest site. Most passers-by seemed 

to have a positive attitude toward my presence, likely the result of a combination of their 

kindness and the good and supportive reputation of the water protectors who’ve driven 

this road before me. Right or wrong, expectation and perspective are powerful 

determinants of behavior. 

 All but the shadiest of turns in the road were now clear of the recent fallen snow. 

Empty cardboard boxes, formerly containing dozens of Budweisers were strewn along 

the roadside, the bright red gleaming in contrast to the white snow and dark asphalt. The 

highway needed repair from its potholes and ruts from the harsh, alternating seasons of 

blistering sun and heaving frost. A blue sedan lay flipped over in a snowbank. I wondered 

what caused it. Was it drinking? Was it black ice? Whatever the cause, I thought about the 

accident that killed my mother, and how quickly life ends for some and how drastically it 

changes for others when things happen that are beyond our control.   
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 I passed the hotel, casino, and gas station. Every gas pump was being used. I 

thought back to the Standing Rock website that I’d read before starting this trip. It 

included a page itemizing supplies that supporters could donate. High on the list were 

prepaid gas cards to this very Tesoro service station. We can’t survive without petroleum 

energy, we just don’t want it flowing in our back yard. The paradox. 

 More cars and trucks pulling trailers filled with split firewood and other supplies 

came together on the road now. I was close. The directions to Sacred Stone were clear, 

“turn right at the Pit Stop”, but I drove right past, not expecting the turn yet or maybe 

drawn to a bridge I wouldn’t otherwise cross. Up the slope, then down around a blind 

curve and there it was: the Cannonball river. Dozens of people, and numerous cars and 

trucks were crossing the bridge, coming and going from the Oceti Sakowin camp. 

Though contrary to the provisions of the Laramie Treaty of 1851, whereby the US 

government specifically ceded this land to the Lakota, the US Army Corps of Engineers 

was now assuming jurisdiction of all land north of the Cannonball River. This disputed 

territory made it ground zero of the conflict. 

  There were two camps at Standing Rock. The one just over the bridge, Oceti 

Sakowin, was the more populated of the two given its larger and flatter footprint and 

closer proximity to the pipeline. The Missouri and Cannonball rivers created its eastern 

and southern borders respectively, and highway 1806 and the contour of high ground it 

traced established the hypotenuse. Inside the camp, there were hundreds of shelters and 

vehicles loosely organized in rows that fit into the roughly triangular plot of level 
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floodplain. It was an active place. Light winds and abundant sunshine offered the rare 

wintertime opportunity to walk, talk, and work in the unseasonably warm conditions. 

 Preferring to stay in undisputed Lakota territory, I turned around on the bridge and 

returned south to the Pit Stop. Making the left turn now, I followed a mud and snow 

covered two-way road east, then north. This was Sacred Stone Camp. I stopped at the top 

of the hill, just beyond a makeshift sign that welcomed me to this self-described place of 

prayer and peace. Below the greeting, the sign read, “No firearms allowed.” 

 Having none, and glad that it was likely that others wouldn’t either, I continued 

in. The checkpoint attendant showed no interest in questioning me or the other cars in 

line. Here, and unlike Mobridge, I supposed indifference meant trust not skepticism, 

since for months strangers had brought help and supplies along this very path. Fifty yards 

further, the road went downhill onto the flood plain where the majority of the camp was 

established. The gaps between lodgepole pines were filled with the triangles of teepees. 

Knowing more snow was inbound and preferring to observe and not interfere, I found a 

spot to park my truck on high ground. My four-wheel drive wouldn’t engage so I parked 

facing back toward the road just clear of a snow pile. I’d made it, but suddenly with the 

freedom of the drive over, the reality of actually being at the protest site was hitting 

home. I’d raced to beat the blizzard conditions that were inbound, and now with truck 

mechanics failing, a growing sense of unease replaced the sense of adventure that rode 

with me here. Listening to the voices of trepidation, I had positioned myself to depart 

whenever it became necessary.  
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 Making things worse was the aerial surveillance I’d read to expect and could now 

hear off in the distance as I climbed out of my truck. My heart beating a little faster now, 

I packed snow on the rear bumper to cover my license tag. Intellectually I knew I was 

still in America, but the conflict here made this landscape unlike any America I’d ever 

experienced. In this high-tech age, it felt like it would be impossible to visit this place 

without leaving digital tracks.   

 Trying to keep the wheels of paranoia from spinning up, I ate a Clif bar and took a 

sip of water. I figured a walk would do me some good, so I grabbed my smallest camera 

and put on the neoprene mud boots I’d purchased before leaving home. With all of my 

supplies inside, I locked my doors and started off down the hill. I wanted to be respectful 

and not get in anyone’s way, but I also wanted to learn. I thought that a two-day drive 

would’ve given me plenty of time to determine how to navigate between being a fly on 

the wall and an interactive participant, but I was still conflicted about how to behave 

here. Truth be told, I was biased. I supported the cause of clean water, but didn’t want to 

let my prejudices cloud my objectivity. I wanted to make friends and earn trust, to fulfill 

the human need for acceptance, but I knew that had to be put aside because the events 

here weren’t about me. Maybe I was a little dehydrated, but these thoughts contorted my 

mind. Thousands of miles from home, I was still in my head as much as ever.  

*** 

Except for the muddy roads and whatever heavily trod pathways that lay in sunlight, the 

rest of the ground was covered in snow. Temperatures were right at freezing, warm for 
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this time of year and the reason for busyness I saw about the place. Groups of fours and 

fives were walking with purpose between camps or tending to myriad duties to secure 

food, water, and shelter. This was no military encampment, but the water protectors’ 

activities reflected the wisdom of the Green Berets who say, “always improve your 

fighting position.” 

 I walked down the snowy embankment to the Cannonball river past every type of 

camp shelter one could imagine. There were dozens of tents and teepees of all colors with 

Lakota flags and spray-painted signs emblazoned with the motto: NoDAPL (No Dakota 

Access Pipeline). Thousands of people made their temporary homes between the two 

camps. Some were living out of their cars and vans. Some had sturdier structures like 

canvas wall tents of the professional outfitter sort with metal chimneys belching smoke 

from their wood stoves. Many had dug into the ground to leverage the insulating and 

wind blocking qualities of the snowpack. Others were hard at work digging in now, trying 

to gain the same advantage in advance of the frigid wind and heavy snow that was on the 

way.  

 I walked over to speak with two guys taking turns with a shovel who’d made 

decent headway into the not-completely-frozen ground on the lee side of a snow bank.  

 “Guys, hey there. Can I ask you a few questions?”, I inquired as they took a break 

and lit up cigarettes.  

 “It depends”, the one dressed in a dirt stained, waffle-weave, thermal shirt replied 

as he exhaled tobacco smoke and rested his curled, cigarette-holding hand on the thigh 

pocket of his brown coveralls. 
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 I introduced myself and told them I drove up from Georgia wanting to see this 

place first-hand. I said I was a fly fishing guide and appreciated what they are doing to 

protect water. 

 They seemed to warm up to my presence, not worried about the camera in my 

hand. I didn’t try to take their picture, which helped.  

 “We’ve seen a lot of bad stuff”, they offered when I asked about how things had 

been for them here. “We’ve been hosed and sprayed with tear gas. People have been 

beaten and arrested.”  

 They were more interested in talking fishing than telling me about being 

teargassed, though, and quickly took over the questioning by asking what kind of fish 

were likely to be in the rivers and how best to go about catching them. They wanted to 

hear about the rivers I guide and the trout that live there, what the Tetons look like, and 

did I ever see any bears. A shared interest in fishing found, we could’ve carried on much 

longer had this taken place elsewhere, in a bar maybe over beers, but this was Standing 

Rock in winter. Brutal weather does much to reprioritize things, so as they finished their 

cigarettes, I took the cue to let them get back to work. Nearing the winter solstice, there 

isn’t much daylight, nor had the recent series of storms revealed much of it lately. They 

were committed to digging in several feet underground and still had a way to go. They’d 

been here for months with no plans of leaving anytime soon. 

 I walked east toward the Missouri, up the hill toward a dense collection of 

structures made mostly from two-by-fours and high-density fiberboard. I found a dry 

erase board that listed what materiel was in short supply and tasks that needed doing. I 



51

guess it’s hard to know exactly what you need and how much of it when the duration of 

your stay is determined by the federal government two thousand miles away. Dozens of 

men and women, mostly young and mostly white, were discussing the endless work and 

preparations for the oncoming blizzard. The numerous wood-paneled buildings and the 

activity here made it clear this was the camp headquarters. As did the organizational 

meeting I overheard where some ten men and women were concluding the daily briefing 

around a low burning fire beneath the cover of a large tarp. The goings-on here met most 

every qualification for small scale municipal planning—where food, water, and medical 

care could be found, and how to ensure the longevity of the resistance.  

 No one reached out to me or asked me what I was up to. With so much that 

needed doing, I thought I might get recruited to help, but people walked right past me 

without so much as making eye contact. I felt invisible. This place appeared self-

sufficient, organized and well-run, as if everything—the blizzards and the surveillance 

and the pipeline itself—was all under control.  

 The more I observed, it seemed that above all this place was guided by the 

strategy of prayer. Hand-painted signs throughout camp repeated instructions for “Prayers 

Only” as if to seek petitions to summon blessings and to ward off the evil that lay 

fortified across the river. Mischief or subversion, these signs suggested, had no place 

here. The mission at hand was too important for that. And the calm and focused people 

carrying it out appeared more interested in securing a community than trying to 

undermine one. 



52

 That’s not to say that there wasn’t any violence. The autumn of 2016 saw 

numerous clashes between water protectors and law enforcement on the highway near the 

pipeline site. During a particularly chaotic episode in September when protestors 

confronted construction workers for destroying Lakota burial sites, police unleashed dogs 

and pepper spray. Showing her disdain for the pipeline builders’ disregard of sacred 

spaces, one notable protestor, Green Party Presidential candidate Jill Stein, spray-painted 

a bulldozer. An act for which she would later plead guilty to reduced charges of 

misdemeanor criminal mischief to avoid steep fines and jail time. 

 As the year had grown colder, things had only gotten worse. During a celebration 

of Indigenous People’s Day on October 10, some one hundred and forty water protectors 

were hauled off by the Morton County Sheriff’s department and housed in a chainlink 

enclosure for creating what law enforcement deemed an illegal roadblock of highway 

1806. Among the protestors who were arrested was actress Shailene Woodley, who 

broadcasted the event on Facebook. Later in November just before Thanksgiving, law 

enforcement escalated their use of non-lethal weapons by adding rubber bullets, tear gas, 

and water cannons to their arsenal, deploying them on protestors in sub-freezing 

conditions. 

 The conflicts had all taken place closer to the pipeline boundary over the hill on 

the north side of Oceti. Law enforcement had not tried to make their way into the camps, 

and from what I saw, there had been no reason for them to. Questions about state 

jurisdiction on tribal land notwithstanding, what I witnessed weren’t subversive plots, 

instead, I saw people gathered in an effort to be present for those who’d called for help. 
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And while major protests occurred with a monthly regularity, the day-to-day focus 

seemed more centered around surviving the winter and sustaining their presence as long 

as it wanted by the hosts.  

 Further, there was a deep sense of respect by white people for Native Americans. 

With the exception of drums, there was no loud music playing, nobody was 

roughhousing, nor promoting anarchy. And while I had no delusions that this was a drug 

and alcohol free gathering, I saw no signs of belligerent intoxication, no partying, nothing 

that veered off course of the purpose of water protection. The camps, while on 

Reservation land, were primarily inhabited by whites whose behavior suggested they 

knew they were guests. The small handfuls of Native Americans, when I did see them, 

walked proudly as benevolent hosts. Whites knew that they didn’t fully belong to this 

place that wasn’t theirs. As visitors, they would only be welcomed until the conflict 

concluded, though it was clear their support was genuinely appreciated.  

*** 

After my two-hour walkabout, I went back to my car to let my family know I arrived and 

to write and share a short post on Instagram about what I’d seen so far. When I reached 

my truck, a small, white car revved its engine trying to get free of the snow bank it was 

stuck in. The driver was Native American, and his two friends, a guy and a girl 

presumably in their twenties, stood and watched as the driver’s efforts proved futile. 

What tread the tires had left dug deep ruts and the car was unable to get traction in the ice 

that the rubber had worn smooth. The chassis, just barely above the frosty ground, sank 
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deeper with every revolution. I got behind the car to help push and with a little coaching 

we started rocking the car to gain momentum. A careful, but well-timed step on the gas 

spun the car loose. We all exchanged smiles. They said thanks. I said I was glad to help.  

 I came here with respect for the residents of the reservation and a desire to be 

useful even if I didn’t know what useful looked like. I came deeply aware that I was a 

member of the race of people who historically have caused great harm to the native 

population, and just a mile north were at it again. There wasn’t much for me to give, but 

this moment will stay with me. Their need wasn’t great, my efforts hardly profound, but it 

led to a positive connection with people and for a moment, similarities conquered 

differences. Social and economic backgrounds, skin color, these things didn’t matter. 

Even if an insignificant experience, this small group of us, strangers, cooperated in doing 

something good. I realized this was what I came here for.  

 Then, I encountered the darker side of life at Standing Rock and that nascent 

sense of community evaporated. All I knew about him was that his name was Rick. He 

was wearing his Army issue woodland camouflage battle dress uniform shirt and pants, 

black boots, and black beret—he didn’t offer his last name. At first, I was encouraged by 

his presence because this was the day that Wesley Clark, Jr. was set to arrive at Standing 

Rock with two thousand veterans to provide a human shield for the water protectors. 

Rick’s uniform stood out, and there was something reassuring about having a serviceman 

on my side, even if his age suggested he was retired, to counteract, if even slightly, the 

active militarism flying overhead surveilling me. I’d wanted to meet him and speak with 

him because I assumed him being here offered some semblance of safety. I assumed that 
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he was part of the camp’s swelling veteran ranks, reinforcements which brought balance 

to the state and federal troops who fortified the pipeline. We introduced ourselves at the 

tail end of a conversation he was having with a journalist from St. George, Utah who 

cared more about the story he was reporting and the people he was reporting on than his 

editors did back home. 

 Even media aren’t safe here, I heard Rick say authoritatively. They have facial 

recognition technology, Rick said referring to the planes, helicopters, and drones flying 

continuous sorties overhead. And they’ve got your license tag, too. I was here back in 

October with my wife. We took her car. Shortly after we returned home, we had 

helicopters flying around the house. Motherfuckers. I’ve lost two grandkids to cancer. 

Fracking and drilling, it’s all around where they live. It’s in the water and these assholes 

deny it. Deny everything. And they send us off to fight for it. Soldiers die fighting for oil.  

 Do you know how they treat their military dead in Canada? Rick asked, his anger 

intensifying. They bring them home and have a big ceremony to honor the dead. Do you 

know what they do for American soldiers? They fly them in to Dover and unload them at 

night. No ceremony, no honor, no nothing. 

 His anger raged. The kind of anger that surges out like water from a saturated 

sponge at the slightest application of pressure. He lost himself to a fit of profanity just as 

an elder Sioux walked by and confronted him. 

 Don’t speak like that! You can’t speak like that on my land. You’re on my land 

now. 
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 I grew tense. More a witness to the conversation than part of it, it wasn’t my place 

to intervene. As volatile as he was, I was worried what Rick might say to the Sioux man. 

I expected his response to be coarse, if not vulgar, and I expected things to go wrong. 

 Yes, Sir. I’m sorry; I apologize. Rick said, his sense of respect outweighing 

righteous indignation. The Sioux walked off and my tension subsided, but only for a 

second. 

 Returning to the prior topic as if the rant nor the confrontation with the Sioux 

never happened, Rick warned, Don’t post any pictures of people or the camp; it’s a major 

security risk. 

 A shock of panic raced through me. I’d gotten a cell signal just long enough to 

call my sister and post a photo story to Instagram. Upon hearing that, I feigned thirst and 

immediately walked away to delete the post. The thought of being observed, identified, 

and put on a list terrified me. I felt invaded and defenseless. No longer concerned about 

those around me nor the cause they fought for, my lifelong conditioning to privilege 

turned my focus toward self-preservation. I wondered about my rights, had my presence 

here waived any of them? Would there be consequences? In today’s world, it seems to 

disagree is to cause trouble. To morally object is to violate the law. To peacefully resist is 

spun by authoritarians as angry agitation. Where has honest communication and debate 

and seeking to understand and valuing difference gone? Will we ever value understanding 

more than being right? 

*** 
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Two small civilian airplanes and an Army Cobra attack helicopter roared overhead, 

making low, ominous circles like buzzards do, like they were waiting on something, like 

they wanted something, wanted to take something without asking. I used to like small 

planes. My dad had a Cessna 182, just like the ones now above me, for many years. Mom 

never shared any enthusiasm for it, but I admired how dad could love a thing for what 

that thing gave him. Flying was his passion formed as a kid, cemented over a summer 

working on the assembly line at Air Commander building planes in the sweltering heat of 

Albany, Georgia. South Georgia is not the place you want to work in an un-air-

conditioned factory. He knew this, but went anyway. He found freedom in flying; loved 

the ease of getting from place to place without traffic or lines of people waiting to be 

scanned, x-rayed, and checked. No overhead compartments nor worries about who’s 

sitting next to you. Park, pre-flight, and go, on your terms and under your control.  

 But these aircraft overhead represented the opposite of freedom. They wanted to 

take you, your identity, haul you off electronically to some far off computer lab to probe 

you, find out who you were, what you did, who your family was, who your friends were, 

what circles you operated in and what trouble you were capable of causing. They wanted 

to know your record, how you measured up to their standard of loyalty however arbitrary 

and undefined that was. 

 I deleted the post, but figured I was already on their radar. I’d covered my license 

tag with more snow and casually leaned my camp chair over it as well. I was deeply 

aware of the planes above, but for whatever reason hadn’t thought about the cell tower 

and how the government probably had it tapped and monitored. How through some 
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provision of the Patriot Act, they were able to listen in and record conversations and 

gather names and faces, and information about whatever and whomever they wanted.  A 

month before I arrived, in an effort to thwart law enforcement’s efforts to identify 

protesters encamped at Standing Rock, hundreds of thousands of people used Facebook’s 

'check in’ feature to flood the system with false information. The Morton County Sheriff 

Department would later deny such electronic record keeping, but they weren’t the only 

ones interested in a pro-pipeline outcome. I was able pull the post, but I couldn’t uncall 

my sister. I felt sure someone had my number and my mind tumbled worrying about what 

they could do with it. 

 I managed to catch my breath and decided to take another walk around camp. The 

echoing of drums drew my attention. A Sioux man and woman chanted in prayer and beat 

on a drum as the sun sank below clouds on the horizon. I don’t know what the words of 

their prayer meant, but they sounded grateful for the day of life they’d been given. Their 

calmness gave me a moment of peace. Everyone else here had more time, or more 

courage, to get used to the flyovers. No one seemed to show the fear I was feeling. No 

one was hiding out. They knew they were being observed, recorded, documented, but 

they defied the intimidation. This was their home, a home turned into a battlefield. 

Coming here for me had been a choice, and I could drive away whenever I wanted. 

 I retraced my steps down to the Cannonball River to look across at the Oceti 

Sakowin camp. A drone buzzed low over my head. Still trying to fight off fear, I pulled a 

scarf up over my nose as much a defense from the cold as from their video cameras. 

Down by the river, the sounds of more prayer drums grew louder. These came from the 
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Oceti camp from what I’d overheard in passing was the evening prayer session. They 

were making themselves heard, allowing sound and prayer to do their resisting. I felt a 

small measure of stillness battle back the thoughts of surveillance and hoped the arrival 

of nighttime would mean a temporary end to the flyovers. I thought darkness would put 

to rest the anxiety, that it would get dark, that the sky would fill with stars, and we’d all 

be made to feel small and insignificant for a few hours. I was wrong. 

 There were lights. Many of them. Large panels of LEDs that came online as the 

darkness approached. “When we got here this summer, there were only four lights”, I’d 

been told by the two guys digging in, “two on each side of the bridge over the river.” 

There were too many to count now and the land was lit up along the length of the pipeline 

perimeter. Lights on both sides of the river and probably people watching, too. There 

wouldn’t be darkness and there wouldn’t be peace. “They stole the stars from us,” Mark 

Tilsen, a Native American water protector later told me, “it was psychological warfare.”  

 The lights, the flyovers, the armed personnel, this felt like a war zone. I was in 

America, but couldn’t get over how very un-American this felt. The level of distrust was 

staggering. Complete reluctance to seek common ground and make headway toward a 

mutually beneficial outcome. Maybe we’ve become so hellbent on our self-righteousness 

that we believe compromise is weakness and therefore a greater evil than conflict. I was 

staring at the epicenter of our American polarization. Everyone here was a believer that 

this was a zero-sum game. I win, you lose. That’s the only way. 

 I went back to my truck for something to eat and to think about my next move. I 

wanted to shoot a long exposure to capture the stars, but the ominous lights emitted too 
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much light pollution and the clouds of the advancing winter storm finally reached us. 

Snow began to fall. I crawled in my sleeping bag and thought of the signs I’d seen all 

over camp and what they told us to do. I prayed. I prayed that all who were here, water 

protectors and law enforcement, be protected. I prayed that a peaceful end to this impasse 

would happen. I prayed for the protection of my family, that they be spared from any 

retribution my visit here brought about. And I prayed for the strength to not give in to the 

deep fear I felt, this overwhelming sense that by simply being here and camping with the 

resistance made me guilty of a crime, the fear that any truth I might share would put me 

on a list, the fear that I was expendable and could be hauled off by Big Brother for 

stepping out of line. 

 I hadn’t made concrete plans about how long I’d stay at Standing Rock, but my 

anxiety convinced me I needed to decide now. I hadn’t come here on assignment. And 

while I knew there was a story to tell, for all my self-centered mental activity I remained 

unsure how to tell it. Giving into my paranoia, I’d failed to make any real connections 

with people here as I’d hoped. Specifically, I’d maintained my distance so that I could 

prove, if the need arose, that I hadn’t aided or abetted the protestors. What a cowardly 

thought. 

 My braver self wanted to figure out why these people, whites and native Sioux 

alike, were sacrificing so much in their protests. The fly fishing guide in me wanted to 

join in. In my game of mental volleyball, I questioned if my paranoia was farfetched, if I 

was worrying about real concerns or just mentally creating them. But some real shady 

stuff had actually happened here. Legitimate journalists had already been arrested and 
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detained. According to the Bismarck Tribune, some ten reporters were jailed during the 

protests at Standing Rock, some six of whom, as of April 2018, were still facing criminal 

charges more than a year after their arrests. One of those reporters, Jenni Monet, who 

covered events on the reservation over an extended period of time and who considered 

herself to have rapport with law enforcement there, was arrested, handcuffed, strip 

searched, and kept in custody for more than 24 hours before being allowed to contact her 

lawyer. All this happened while she was wearing her press badge. A wannabe reporter, I 

carried no such credentials. The first amendment seemed to carry no weight here, and in 

the eyes of the authorities flying over, I was no different than the worst of the 

troublemakers, though I’d yet to encounter any. Where was the line they’d crossed? I 

couldn’t see it and I didn’t know.  

 I wanted to stay because there was more to see, more people to speak with, and 

more to understand about all that was happening here if I could work up the nerve. I 

wanted to leave because I was scared. I told myself there’d be repercussions for having 

been here, and the sooner I left the less I’d have to account for. I had plenty of food, but 

getting stuck in a winter storm could prove costly, and all the more likely without four-

wheel drive. I looked through the windshield and with enough light pouring across the 

river could see a clear path to drive back onto the road out of camp. I made up my mind 

to leave in the morning and set my alarm for 5am. Though I’d soon be driving away, I felt 

like I could never leave this place. I’d not even been here a day and had made no 

difference at all, my presence known only to the eye in the sky. I was chased out by the 
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helicopters, planes, and drones and the men behind them who were making judgements. 

Chased out by the snow which threatened to keep me here. Chased out by fear. 

*** 

Several more inches of snow fell in the hours of darkness, and the road that was dry and 

clear yesterday was now icy and slick. Few other cars were out, so I could take my time. 

Backtracking my route, I crested a hill south of Fort Yates and saw the sunrise peeking 

through a crack in the clouds. A glimpse of hope, it confirmed I was ahead of the storm, 

but I had to keep moving. This road and all the others on this half of the state would be 

closed for three days by this time tomorrow.  

 I drove south along the Missouri though not near enough to see it until I reached 

Pierre. Once through downtown, I picked up Interstate 90 and drove east to Sioux Falls. 

When I reached Iowa, news radio announced the Army Corps of Engineers had just 

rescinded approval for the pipeline. In only a few hours, my prayer had been answered. 

For the time being, the water protectors had won. I was elated at the news and knew there 

must be an incredible celebration happening at the place I left mere hours ago. Had I had 

the guts, I’d be part of the revelry. But cowardly, I drove on, gladly welcoming the 

growing sense of security that each passing mile offered, like returning home from a 

foreign land. In a sense, I very much was. 

*** 
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I’d gone a long way, but had accomplished nothing. I had only a few photos and 

abbreviated conversations to show for the thousands of miles I’d driven, certainly not 

much of a story to tell. I thought back on what I’d hoped to achieve by going and tried to 

figure out what could I salvage from having left so soon. I was struggling to find a thread. 

But then, my defeated self-talk turned to anger. 

 I crossed the Ohio River and reentered the South on Interstate 24 near Paducah, 

Kentucky. It was humid and warm and I switched from heater to air conditioning. I 

scanned the radio and by accident, tuned into a station broadcasting a syndicated, 

conservative, political talkshow just in time to hear, “the so-called Water Defenders at 

Standing Rock are either trust fund kids or criminals.” In venomous sound bites, the 

female host was in the middle of a rant about the absurdity of supporting the Sioux, that 

no one of importance really cared, that there was no way there could possibly be a spill 

and that this was a bigly wasteful protest by people who didn’t know what they were 

protesting about. She was adamant and hostile, painting a picture to convince listeners 

that she knew the difference between the blackness of wrong and the whiteness of right. 

Had she even been there? How did she know who was at the camp and what their 

backgrounds were?  

 She was asserting that modern pipelines are safe, foolproof, and monitored around 

the clock just like the energy companies that own them tell us. But a 2013 study estimates 

there are twenty leaks per day in the oil and natural gas industry. Not ten days after I 

returned from Standing Rock, a pipeline 150 miles to the west of the protest site burst and 

spilled nearly 200,000 gallons of crude oil. What’s worse, the equipment that supposed to 
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detect such leaks, failed to do so. Had the landowner not randomly stumbled upon the 

growing pool of crude, it’s unclear how long the leak would have persisted. More 

recently, the Keystone Pipeline ruptured in November of 2017 leaking another 200,000 

gallons in South Dakota.  

 The farming economy is risky, so it’s understandable that farmers are enticed to 

sign lucrative contracts that allow projects like these to pass through their lands. Money 

adds great pressure to such decisions that weigh short and long-term well-being. But 

people don’t always make the right choices, partly because we’re not financially 

incentivized to protect the environment in cases like these, and partly because we don’t 

value facts the way we once did. More and more these days we look for news that 

confirms what we already want to believe is true, and as evidenced by radio shows like 

this, propaganda and spin have become normalized.  

 Case in point, during a night of violence at Standing Rock, Sophia Wilansky, a 

water protector from New York, was seriously injured during that November clash mere 

weeks before my trip. Just like the river Energy Transfer Partners were trying to drill 

beneath, there were two sides to her story. Protesters called it police brutality in the form 

of a detonated concussion grenade lobbed during the incident. Law enforcement said they 

recovered a propane tank near the protest site to justify their conclusion that a failed 

bombing attempt caused the injury. Tuning into the news they prefer, people across the 

country were allowed to believe the version that suited them best. Either way, Wilansky 

had to endure five surgeries and still hasn’t regained the use of her arm. 
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 Though both sides of the story were reported by NPR and other new outlets, too 

often this confirmation bias is unravelling our ability and willingness to have civil 

discourse. That is, in our polarized society, most of our minds are already made up, we’re 

just looking for reports that prove our positions. It’s a close-mindedness with no room for 

empathy. Plausibility passes for factuality. Plausibility passes for actuality. The only 

undisputed truth was that the poor girl was badly hurt and might not recover. This radio 

host and the many cold, cruel voices out there like hers aren’t helping anyone, but they 

are making the truth harder to find and a nation less interested in finding it. 

 I arrived at Standing Rock months into the protest with no end in sight. I admit to 

my cowardice and my very short stay, but maybe, analogous to a random inspection, my 

observations do hold a little value. What I saw were no signs of anarchy nor plots of 

violence. There were no wry smiles indicating insurrection, just calm expressions of 

persistence. I was not vetted by anyone, never asked a question, and never told what to 

do, what to think, or what or say. Besides the sign declaring no firearms, Rick’s, however 

unofficial, were the only “rules” I’d encountered and were for the safety of myself and 

the others encamped, to ensure nothing free was given away to the eye in the sky. The 

only observable plan I witnessed was people doing whatever it took to survive the brutal 

conditions of the North Dakota winter—its harshness was enemy enough. The Sioux and 

the water protectors camping in support had the high ground, morally and strategically. 

Advance wasn’t necessary; occupation was tactically sufficient. With no control over the 

media, the presence of their cameras, nor the stories that would be made from their 
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footage, what was the incentive to incite violence, to give law enforcement evidence to 

justify? 

 I’m sure there were ‘trust fund kids’ at Standing Rock. I’m sure there were 

protestors who had criminal records, too. But to convert a small minority into an 

exclusive totality is lying, and misrepresenting that as fact to millions of citizen voters is 

criminal. Depending on the narrative we want to spin, we selectively use this technique. 

President Trump said that among those protesting the Lee Statue removal in 

Charlottesville, “not all of [them] were neo-Nazis, believe me. Not all of those people 

were white supremacists by any stretch.” There is good in the margins just as there is bad 

in the margins, but painting with a broad brush to make the margins represent the whole 

has become too deeply rooted in modern, American argument-making. It doesn’t make us 

wrong to have thoughts, opinions, and fears. But we owe it to ourselves and those our 

actions affect to confront the way we feel and understand the root causes. I’m trying to do 

that here. 

 My trip to Standing Rock was a failure, but not for the reasons I originally 

thought. It wasn’t a failure because of my inadequate and amateur attempts at reporting, 

not because I got scared and left after only one night, and not because I didn’t leave my 

supplies to help others who had the courage to stay. Those were disappointments, sure, 

but my trip was a failure because I made no effort to understand any of the people I 

encountered. I told myself to remain independent of the subjects I was reporting on, 

however loosely defined my “reporting” was. I wanted to be both fly on a wall and truth-

seeking reporter welcomed by those whose brave story I’d be able to tell. My motivations 
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were selfish, self-aggrandizing, and unprofessional. I sought a good story, one that 

conformed to the beliefs I carried with me. I didn’t bother to look for the truth that I 

claimed to be seeking. 

 Because of my minimal efforts to connect with the people I encountered on my 

trip, I created a whole world in my mind about what their lives and motivations must be 

like. My sleep interrupted, I’d assumed the two lovers in Watertown were committing an 

illicit affair. For all I knew, they could’ve been married or long separated by overseas 

military service. Whatever the case, their lives and what they do with them aren’t any of 

my business. I’d assumed the young waitress at Rick’s was facing a doomed future 

without the courage to change it. Maybe she was focusing on her academics to earn a 

college scholarship, or working more hours to help her family pay off a mortgage. The 

cold reception I felt there in the restaurant, I blamed on the wait staff, not on my 

reluctance to strike up a friendly conversation. Maybe the distance in the room was 

because they were as reserved and introverted as me and preferred to keep to themselves. 

Maybe I was giving off similar energy. I thought they were making all the judgments 

about me. In reality, I was the one doing the judging.  

 The very offense I took at the talking heads on the radio spewing their ill-

informed rants over the air waves I was committing myself. I’d made the determination 

that by not sharing my values and preferences, they all were living their lives wrong. I 

found it more honorable to judge, even if wrongly like Henry James proclaimed, than to 

try to understand. I’d intended the trip to Standing Rock to be a chance to get out of my 
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head, to stop my overthinking, and though I drove thousands of miles, I never left the 

incessantly judgmental nature of my own mind.  

 It’s taken a long time to gain clarity about what this trip taught me. It’s been a 

harsh, but important reality to face. All the anger I felt toward this conservative radio host 

was because I was just as myopic and judgmental as her. I didn’t carry her vitriol. I didn’t 

have a narrative to sell, but I’d been unwittingly creating one nonetheless. And the 

troubling part about creating a narrative based on supposition is that it becomes the basis 

of how we behave. That is, the choices we make are predicated upon the things we 

believe and how we evaluate past and present circumstances. We’re more likely to reflect 

cold and detached behavior when we think we’re receiving it from others. We are our 

thoughts then, because we act them out. A reality the French novelist, Anaïs Nin 

expressed saying, “we don't see the world as it is, we see it as we are.” Failing to 

understand this can have severely negative consequences because it can close people off 

from each other, reducing the value we see in others because we’re convinced they have 

nothing to offer us.  

 I was guilty of that. I’d created a galaxy of assumptions based on my judgments 

of other people’s behavior. I was completely wrong in the way I went about it because I’d 

done nothing more than categorize their lives without looking for value in them. I’d 

ignored their facts, their histories, didn’t ever bother to ask about them, and nonetheless 

developed a prejudiced narrative into which I forced my observations to fit. In War and 

Peace, Leo Tolstoy wrote, “it's not given to people to judge what's right or wrong. People 
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have eternally been mistaken and will be mistaken, and in nothing more than in what they 

consider right and wrong.” Tolstoy had me dead to rights—I learned nothing about the 

people I encountered and failed because I assumed the worst about them. 

 Perhaps the most valuable lesson, however, was identifying the root cause of my 

judgmental decision-making: my white privilege. To whatever dark corners my runaway 

overthinking led me, the source of my emotional unraveling at Standing Rock was 

because I sensed the loss of the advantages to which I’ve grown accustomed. Being a 

white, middle class, male in America means that within legal boundaries, I get to go and 

do pretty much whatever I want. I don’t mean to be callous nor glib, and I’m sure that 

reads as arrogant and offensive as it feels to write it, but it’s true. Though thankfully it’s 

changing, the white male demographic is by far the most well represented in federal and 

state governments. This reality has empowered white, male privilege for centuries. 

Beyond the economic wherewithal that enables my lifestyle, where the rubber meets the 

road is that privilege means I never get stopped and questioned by police for walking 

down a city street. I don’t receive sideways glances when I walk into a bank. Security 

cameras don’t zoom in on me when I go into a store to shop.  

 At Standing Rock, none of that mattered. I was being surveilled, cataloged, and 

digitally inspected along with everyone else. The fears I had weren’t out of anxiety about 

being hurt, injured, or even temporarily jailed. I feared for my freedom, financial and 

otherwise. I feared that the opportunities I enjoy in this life might be taken away. That I 

might lose the very privileges I’ve grown accustomed to. In those moments of panic, I 

gave no thought to what others stood to lose or even what happened to them now or in the 
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future. I was selfishly preoccupied and I allowed those concerns to cloud my thinking, to 

fail at reporting, and worst of all, retreat from connecting with other people. I chose 

myself over the rest of humanity and that’s just a poor way to live a life. 

 I am amazed and disheartened by how hardwired my thinking is to separate 

myself, to differentiate myself, and to seek to ensure I get what I want regardless of the 

needs of others. Sure, there’s some primordial survival skill embedded here, but the 

challenges we face as a nation these days aren’t going to be corrected by everyone 

myopically fixating on what’s in our own best interest. Not only a destructive way to live, 

following those selfish pursuits means we often choose the expedient over the more 

widely beneficial option that would serve more of us and for longer. 

 A life of isolation is no life at all. And as long as I retreated into overthinking, 

resigned to self-interest, there would never be a destination I could reach where I 

wouldn’t always feel like I’m wasting my life. Looking back to the journey, I was at my 

happiest when I was interacting with others. Trivial maybe and certainly infrequent, the 

friendly moments over breakfast in Watertown, freeing a car from the snow, or talking 

about fishing during a cigarette break are the highlights that stuck with me. Connecting 

with others is the purpose of life. 

 In the end, wanting clean water doesn’t make me right if I harbor hate for those 

who built and profit from the pipeline. Visiting Standing Rock doesn’t make me wiser 

than those who speak falsely about it if I’m no less judgmental than they are. The journey 

to North Dakota proved valuable in ways I never anticipated and I’m grateful for the 

lessons about the negativity I create in my life. I still have a lot to learn, but I now know 
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this: there’s so much I’ll miss about the world and the people in it, if I can’t learn to live 

in the present and get out of my own head. 



The Dark Side of Whiteness 
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“Sooner or later all the people of the world will have to discover a way to live together in 
peace, and thereby transform this pending cosmic elegy into a creative psalm of 
brotherhood. If this is to be achieved, man must evolve for all human conflict a method 
which rejects revenge, aggression, and retaliation. The foundation of such a method is 
love.”  

~ Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

The South has a history of killing itself. 

 In the Spring of 1863 at Chancellorsville, Virginia, the Confederate Army pulled 

off a most improbable victory. Outflanked and outnumbered by more than two to one, 

General Robert E. Lee divided his Army of Northern Virginia to envelop the advancing 

Federal Army, a strategy that contradicted military wisdom of the day. The gamble paid 

off, but not without considerable cost. The thick forests of the Virginia Piedmont that 

provided cover for Lee’s maneuver also led to tragedy. Returning from a late night 

reconnaissance mission, Lee’s most trusted general, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson and his 

lieutenants encountered friendly fire from soldiers of the 18th North Carolina infantry 

regiment. Jackson was shot three times: once in the right hand and twice in the left arm. 

Racing to get the general to medical care, soldiers dropped him twice, likely accelerating 

Jackson’s loss of blood and weakening his resistance to the post-amputation pneumonia 

that would kill him eight days later.   

 The soldiers didn’t intend to shoot their beloved leader. Surely, they wouldn’t 

have fired had they known who was approaching in the darkness. Considered a strategic 

genius, Jackson is the man whose absence at Gettysburg soon afterward has been 

lamented for generations as a primary cause of the Confederacy’s demise. Many Southern 

sympathizers claim that had Jackson survived, it would have been his and not Pickett’s 
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Charge on that fateful third day of July, and therefore success and not failure in the 

advance on Cemetery Ridge. It wasn’t to be. Those infantrymen of the 18th North 

Carolina acted decisively, but they acted without knowing whether the men on horseback 

were friend or foe. They were undoubtedly afraid, but they let fear force a dreadfully 

regrettable decision. It was an accident, yet it happened—and the cause: lack of factual 

information. 

 I am a native Southerner, former high school teacher of US History, and graduate 

from the Universities of Virginia, Georgia, and the South. I’ve spent most of my life 

living in the South and most of my teaching career studying our nation’s history. And 

from that perspective, I’ve seen so many ways we Southerners have waged and continue 

to wage war against ourselves. The obvious examples formed the battlegrounds of the 

Civil War and the Civil Rights movement. But the mindset that brought on those conflicts 

conducts clandestine operations too, and that presence, pervasive though it may be, is 

difficult to spot and even harder to productively confront. It’s shameful that the South, a 

place known for its hospitality to outsiders, has so often engaged in hostility toward its 

own. 

 Southern history is complex and wrought with paradox. It is a history of stepping 

forward, but it is also a history of backward beliefs. Many of our Founding Fathers who 

fought for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness were slave-owning Virginians. 

Countless African Americans fought and died for freedom in foreign wars even though 

thousands others have been lynched at home. These contradictions have never been 

resolved in the hearts of all Americans. The wounds have never healed. Now, in a society 
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as divided as it has ever been, healing seems impossible because the very thing it 

requires, truth, is under attack from an onslaught of alternative facts. If we have any hope 

for a progressive path forward, we must acknowledge the dark reality we’ve long 

ignored: that our earliest alternative facts belong to the South and the mythology it 

established to cover up inhumane cruelty. While the South owns no monopoly on hate nor 

racism, we have to come to terms with the past, where the seeds of sin were first sown, to 

avoid perpetuating evil any further.  

 I’m starting with myself. 

MY FAMILY’S CONFEDERATE HISTORY 

 Since well before 1492, the part of Northwest Georgia where I was born belonged 

to Native Americans, the Cherokee to be specific. From the founding of the colony of 

Georgia in 1733 at Savannah on the Atlantic coast, very little attention had been paid to 

the far corner of the state that lay beyond the tailbone of the Appalachian mountains. 

Agricultural interests, and frankly a focus on survival, dominated settlers’ concerns over 

the colony’s first hundred years. But with the discovery of gold adjacent to Cherokee 

territory near Dahlonega in 1828, a year which also saw longtime Indian fighter Andrew 

Jackson become president, white interests dramatically changed. 

 Jackson was hellbent on white control of southern lands. After the War of 1812 

and victory at New Orleans, he spent the remainder of his military career commanding 

troops in the Creek and Seminole wars. Upon being elected president of the United States 

sixteen years later, he leveraged his political authority and indifference to the rule of law 
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to pave the way for white settlement of Indian territory. Specifically, he disregarded Chief 

Justice John Marshall’s Supreme Court ruling in the case of Worcester v Georgia that 

upheld Cherokee land ownership. Dismissing the Court’s pronouncement that 

contradicted his own interests, Jackson said, “Marshall has made his decision, now let 

him enforce it!” Jackson intended to operate beyond Constitutional bounds knowing the 

Federal Judiciary had no recourse should his Executive branch refuse to enforce their 

ruling. Next, Jackson stripped the Cherokee of the land the Supreme Court confirmed 

their rights to, taking his disregard of jurisprudence a step further. The Indian Removal 

Act, which Jackson signed in 1830, set in motion the clearing of Northwest Georgia for 

white settlement based upon the prevailing white belief that anyone of color was 

different, inferior, and justifiably dismissible should they stand in the way of white 

interests. 

 By 1832, the execution of Indian Removal was well underway and the Cherokee 

were on the forced march west along the Trail of Tears. In their absence, northwest 

Georgia was surveyed and carved up into sixty-acre plots and made available to whites 

for settlement (Georgia Archives). While the Cherokee were headed to unfamiliar 

landscapes west of the Mississippi river, whites, my ancestors included, were filling the 

places they’d left behind. Two families, the Gordons who came down from Virginia, and 

the Lees who moved west from Athens, Georgia, found their way to Walker County, and 

the town of Chickamauga. 

 The Gordons arrived first and were among the area’s initial white settlers. 

Brothers James, Charles, and Clark all drew successfully in the land lottery and began to 
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purchase parcels. My direct ancestor James Gordon accumulated some 2500 acres at the 

town’s central water source, Crawfish Springs. 

 By 1836, James Gordon established the Gordon Mill, which harnessed the 

northward flow of Chickamauga Creek to power timber and grist milling operations. The 

mill quickly became lucrative as did his mercantile business as more and more people 

settled in the area. In 1840, with the profits from his businesses, Gordon began the seven-

year construction of a large brick home that generations later would become known as the 

Gordon Lee Mansion. Located just blocks from what is now the city center and at the top 

of a long, slowly rising hill, the home would be the centerpiece of a compound that 

included six two-room slave quarters, which in 1860, were home to some twenty-nine 

slaves (Green 2). 

 Fires at nearby courthouses destroyed much of the area’s records: birth and death 

certificates and land deeds, so it is not exactly known when James Lee moved to Walker 

County, though he certainly did so years before the Civil War. The son of a circuit-riding 

Methodist preacher, Lee found success in business and soon after moving to 

Chickamauga entered into partnership with James Gordon—the two then renamed their 

concern: Lee & Gordon’s Mill. But business wasn’t the only way in which the families 

grew together. Lee would marry Gordon’s daughter, Elizabeth and the two would raise 

six children, their first born Gordon Lee, my namesake, would go on to serve eleven 

consecutive terms in the US Congress. James Lee took over as patriarch of the mansion 

when his father-in-law died in February of 1863. Sadly, the year’s eventfulness was far 

from over as seven months later the Lee property became center stage of the Civil War.  
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 Emboldened by their victory at Gettysburg in early July, the Union war strategy 

took aim at cutting the South in two. Having secured the major transportation hub of 

Chattanooga, the Federal Army of Tennessee under the leadership of General William 

Rosecrans sought to confront and destroy Confederate forces led by General Braxton 

Bragg. The two armies collided at Chickamauga, twelve miles south of Chattanooga, in 

September of 1863. 

 As the armies converged, the Lee family had to evacuate the mansion and were 

made to live in the adjacent slave quarters when Gen. Rosecrans commandeered the 

home and established his headquarters and a battlefield hospital there. During the first of 

the two-day Battle of Chickamauga, considered the second bloodiest of the war with over 

35,000 casualties, the parlor at the front of the home served as the surgery room for the 

2nd Division of the Union’s 14th Corps. Recounting our family’s story of the battle, I can 

still remember my father telling me how wagons drew up to the porch outside the parlor’s 

window where amputated limbs would be thrown out, collected, and hauled off. 

Countless soldiers left final messages scrawled on the walls—blood soaked the 

floorboards. 

LEE’S REPARATION CLAIM 

 It’s difficult to envision the state of the home James Lee and his family returned 

to after the battle. The Federal retreat from the property had been hasty as events on the 

battlefield went south quickly on the second day. In my mind, I picture floors covered in 
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blood and bandages, empty cupboards and shelves, the smokehouse plundered, gardens 

ransacked, and wagon ruts carved deep into the front lawn.  

 The Federals requisitioned anything they found of value and, not that there was 

any room for negotiation, made note of Lee’s hospitality. An occupying Union officer 

reported that Lee had given willingly of his supplies and information about the 

Confederates. According to the final accounting, Lee’s “giving” was substantial and soon 

after the battle, he filed a claim with the Federal Government seeking reimbursement for 

the foodstuffs and other supplies confiscated by the Union Army during the battle. The 

total reimbursement Lee sought amounted to $16,006.75, approximately $322,000 in 

today’s dollars (Measuring Worth). 

 Lee was a southerner. He was a slaveowner, and he was a prominent citizen in a 

seceded state. It wasn’t surprising then that Lee’s initial claim was denied, a standard 

response by the Federal government to most southern requests. Contrary to what one 

might assume, however, there is significant evidence that suggests Lee was not a 

Confederate sympathizer as seen in his pursuit of an avenue for remedy to those 

seemingly rubber-stamped denials. The Bowman Act of 1883 allowed Lee the 

opportunity to have his petition reconsidered if he could prove himself consistently loyal 

to the United States throughout the Civil War. To prove his case, Lee and his attorney, 

Gilbert Moyers began gathering the testimonies of several witnesses including Union 

Officers in command during the battle. One such officer, General T.J. Wood testified that,  

I was there… and I remember the claimant [Lee] never evinced any of that 

venomous disposition toward us that we usually met when in that country. He did 
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not complain at the destruction of his property, which was very great… he kept us 

at that time, and gave us freely and readily at all times any information that he 

possessed… my recollection is that Mr. Lee was regarded as a loyal Union man 

(Green 12). 

The testimonies of Wood and eleven others deposed in the case all held that Lee was 

supportive of the Union at best, or at worst, his actions never suggested Confederate 

sympathy. 

 The sticking point however, were two instances where Lee acted in accordance 

with Confederate demands. The first occurred over a parcel of land that Lee purchased 

with Confederate bonds he obtained from a nearby bank in Ringgold, Georgia. Lee 

testified that on the way to the bank, several of his mules were stolen by Confederates, 

who then arrested and threatened to execute him for his unwillingness to accept 

Confederate currency (Green 13). This method of payment had been demanded by the 

seller and Lee reluctantly complied. Nonetheless, Lee’s attorney argued that such a 

payment did nothing to increase the value of the bonds and so, made no positive 

contribution to the Confederacy. Therefore, the transaction did not constitute Lee’s 

disloyalty to the Union.  

 The other act cited in the review of Lee’s claim was his purchase of a team of 

horses and wagons at the request of General Braxton Bragg, who commanded the 

Confederate Army. Perhaps targeted as a man of means in the area, Lee had in no way 

sought out this opportunity. Had he refused it though, he would have been arrested and 

imprisoned. Despite compelling evidence of his full cooperation with Union officers, his 
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reluctance to comply with inescapable Confederate demands, and after waiting more than 

thirty years since the original claim was filed, Lee finally received his answer on 

Christmas Eve of 1894. The Court of Claims decreed: “Loyalty Not Found” (Green 13). 

 As a kid growing up in Rome, Georgia, my father and grandfather would 

frequently take me the hour’s drive north to visit Chickamauga and the battlefield there. 

Time after time to the point I could recite it from memory, I heard the story of the Union 

occupation and how my ancestors were deprived of their property and their rights. I was 

told in the years after the war when timber was cut from the property and sent to the mill 

that saw blades would shoot sparks across the room when biting down on minié balls and 

cannon shot. Of the historical markers throughout the battlefield that depicted troop 

movement, I learned to associate that blue designating the Union was bad and red 

representing the Confederacy was good. I could point out exactly where the Confederates 

broke the Federal line which led to victory. I knew where US General George Thomas, 

known as “The Rock of Chickamauga,” held the high ground called Snodgrass Hill, on 

the battlefield’s wooded north end, that allowed the routed Federal Army to escape 

annihilation. And I learned how General Bragg was a failure for not pursuing the 

retreating Yankees thereby missing the South’s final chance to win the war. I was taught 

to lament the what ifs. What I had actually learned though, was just one version of 

history. 

 It wasn’t until many years later, well into my high school teaching career and after 

I had spent considerable time researching family history, that I found out about Lee’s 

attempts to prove himself loyal to the Union. This was a stark contradiction to the 
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Confederate lore I knew by heart. And it struck me as odd, for all the historical 

information that was handed down to me, why not that? 

 The first book I remember receiving from my father was a green cloth, hardbound 

copy of Gordon The Goat. It’s a book about a goat whose name, of course, personalized 

the story’s moral: he learns the hard way about the importance of thinking for himself. A 

lifelong follower of the herd, Gordon ignores his preference to stay put in a pleasant 

pasture. Instead, he reluctantly goes along with the rest of the goats and gets swirled up in 

a tornado. Fortunate to escape dizzy, but otherwise unharmed, Gordon vows to give up 

his carelessness, deciding to ask questions, gather information, and make wiser choices.  

 Like the story of the battle, this book was a familiar part of my upbringing. My 

dad read it to me over countless nighttime tuck-ins. But if Gordon the Goat was to be 

celebrated for making his own decisions, why wasn’t my ancestor James Lee lauded 

similarly for choosing independence over allegiance to the Confederacy? Maybe the 

answer is as simple as Lee’s claim being a forgotten detail of the story. Maybe I’m the 

one who forgot. Maybe there’s just nothing to tell, that Lee was just seeking expedience. 

Or maybe, our family just didn’t want to acknowledge attempts to prove loyalty to the 

Union.  

 Ultimately the answer to that question doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change the fact 

that I was being schooled in the song of the South. I took in these stories as evidence of 

my ancestors’ victimization, never considering what life was like for the slaves. I was 

taught to entertain wistful thoughts about what glory there would be had the South won 
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the Civil War. Unaware, I was being steeped in the mythology of the South’s Lost Cause 

and it would bleed out in ways I’ve since come to regret. 

 Spanning my twenties and thirties, I spent a decade teaching US history to high 

school students in Georgia and Ohio, several of those years at the Advanced Placement 

level. The Civil War, of course, was always an important component in the curriculum, 

and one in which I would take the opportunity to add relevant, personal commentary. 

When recounting this story of my Chickamauga family, I told it with a strong sense of 

pride. Defensively, I argued that since the War of 1812, only us Southerners have known 

what it feels like to have our homeland invaded, our towns burned, and our property 

destroyed. I chose, as many Southerners have, to refer to the Civil War as the War of 

Northern Aggression. I spoke for Constitutional principal and argued assertively that the 

war was not about slavery, insisting it was defense of an economic system and a way of 

life without admitting what that system and way of life were predicated upon. I even went 

so far as to argue the principle surrounding reparations, that if they were to be paid out 

today, that our family should receive restitution for Lee’s claim. I was a loyal defender of 

the Lost Cause and considered it factual history. In actuality, it was a myth.   

THE ECONOMIC BASIS OF WHITE PRIVILEGE 

Not for a moment in my life, certainly not in the classroom, have I tried to vindicate the 

institution of slavery or the mistreatment of anyone. My pride was never based in 

superiority. I never saw myself as any better than others, certainly not based on skin 

color. If I’ve felt anything because of race, it has been shame. The privileges of an 
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independent school education, and degrees from one undergraduate and two graduate 

institutions have all been paid for by family funds, the first seeds of which were certainly 

grown by the labor of slaves who were never allowed to benefit from the work they were 

forced to undertake. 

 Aggregate these economic privileges across the South, and the chasm that’s created 

is staggering. In his book The Making of a Racist, Williams College professor of history 

Dr. Charles Dew traces his family's history and his own Confederate upbringing, 

revealing the ways in which he inherited a flawed system of beliefs. Dew, during his 

college education north of the Mason-Dixon Line, had to weigh those racial concepts 

against higher moral principles and found the two incongruent and incompatible. For 

example, his father left an indelible impression on him when he verbally abused a black 

man who had accidentally used the front entrance when visiting the family home in 

Tampa, Florida. Those prejudices contrasted sharply against the friendship Dew was 

developing in college with a peer, a black classmate, a relationship which helped him 

realize the racist framework in which he grew up. 

 Dew’s book also illuminated the vast economic engine of the slave trade itself, just 

one component of the South’s gross domestic product. He wrote of the work of historian 

James L. Houston, who “in 2003, estimated that the value of slave property in the South 

in 1860 stood at $3 billion, an ‘unbelievable amount of wealth… compared with other 

sectors of the United States economy in 1860.’” $3 billion “‘was almost 50 percent more 

than the $2.2 billion invested in railroads and manufacturing’ in the entire country in 

1860” (Dew 139). 
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 And that massive investment in human capital, of course, produced vast sums of 

income throughout the slave-owning South. A historical marker in Apalachicola, Florida 

a small coastal town at the mouth of the river that drains most of western Georgia and 

eastern Alabama, reads that $14 million of cotton—a staggering $426 million today—was 

exported in 1860 (Measuring Wealth). And it should be noted that Apalachicola was far 

from the only and certainly not the largest Southern port city. Richmond, Wilmington, 

Charleston, and New Orleans handled significantly more traffic.  

 This transformational wealth has always been disproportionately distributed. 

Generation after white generation, it translated into access to higher standards of living, 

exclusive educational opportunities, and influential social circles—a perfect upward 

spiral leading to ever-more wealth. The point here isn’t to shake a finger toward those of 

privilege, as long as they acknowledge it, but to openly declare the hard truth that in the 

marathon of life, some begin their race much closer to the finish line.  

 Southerners, myself included, have a difficult time seeing, much less admitting 

this advantage. The fault lies not in having the privilege, but in ignoring it and the attitude 

of condescension that can arise out of disappointment in others who fail to reach certain 

arbitrary expectations that we had the fortune to surpass simply by being born. This isn’t 

the only illogical component of our collective Southern DNA, however. We in the South 

have a long history of devising alternative realities to distance ourselves from fault and 

guilt, and none are more prevalent than the Lost Cause mythology.  
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THE LOST CAUSE 

Humans are more likely to believe something that we directly experience. For things that 

preceded our time, we have to believe others and usually rely on family and friends, 

people who are close to us. These stories are handed down based on how they’re 

remembered, but memory is elusive.  

 Civil War history, in particular, is thick with the “tension between history and 

memory,” writes Dr. Gary Gallagher, professor of history at the University of Virginia 

and one of the world’s leading scholars of the various ways Americans think about the 

War Between the States. In a 2017 lecture aired on C-Span, he details several divergent 

explanations of “how the wartime generation remembered the war” and how that 

influenced subsequent generations of Americans to cling to equally divergent memories 

over the last century and a half. It’s interesting, and in some sense frightening, that the 

same set of historical events have been so widely and contradictorily interpreted and 

passed on. 

 The first two explanations for the Civil War that Gallagher describes, mostly 

adhered to by those from the Northern states, are the Union and Emancipation Causes. 

They both sought the same result, defeat of the slave-owning South, just for different 

reasons. The Union Cause asserts that the war was primarily fought to preserve the 

Union. The Emancipation Cause is the viewpoint that abolishing slavery was the war’s 

main purpose. Most historians agree that Lincoln’s greatest motivation was his fear that 

“a house divided against itself cannot stand,” which led him to raise an army in response 

to the Confederate bombardment at Ft. Sumter in April of 1861. So, it wasn’t until 
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Lincoln penned and issued the Emancipation Proclamation in January of 1863 that the 

Union and Emancipation Causes merged. 

 Gallagher’s third version of remembrance, the one southerners tend to embrace, is 

The Lost Cause. This is the method by which southerners, who lost the war, attempted to 

replace their cruel history of slave-ownership with a more favorable, though wholly 

inaccurate, reason for secession. Why? Gallagher explains the South’s predicament. 

Southerners “needed to distance themselves from slavery,” an antiquated institution 

abolished everywhere else in the industrialized world, so they “came up with an 

interpretation of the war that allows them to maintain a sense of honor in the wake of this 

awful defeat.” The easiest and most effective way to do that was to make up a new 

version of the truth, so “they argued secession wasn’t about slavery.” 

 Even though defending the slave economy was the real reason for secession, in 

the war’s aftermath, Confederates argued instead that they fought over the Constitutional 

principle of states’ rights as provided by the 10th Amendment. The last provision 

expressed in the Bill of Rights, the 10th Amendment limited the power of the Federal 

government. Southerners argued for secession using a strict interpretation of the language 

that “the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by 

it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” Since the 

Constitution did not expressly forbid secession, Southern States saw it a viable, if not the 

only solution to the abolition efforts they expected from Lincoln following his election in 

1860. 
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 Five years later, with the war lost and slaves freed, Gallagher states that 

Southerners “tried to inoculate themselves against the charge that [the South fought the 

Civil War] to protect their slaveholding society. They understand they’re going to be 

judged before the bar of history and they know that if they’re honest retrospectively about 

slavery; they would look bad.” 

 Gallagher specifically references the Cornerstone speech given by Alexander 

Stephens, just three weeks before the first shots at Fort Sumter, as incontrovertible 

evidence of the secession mindset which eviscerates the Lost Cause Argument. Speaking 

as the newly elected vice president of the Confederate States of America, Stephens’ 

speech made very clear that the purpose of secession was to preserve the institution of 

slavery upon which their social and economic structure was fundamentally built.  

 Explaining to the assembled Savannah, Georgia crowd the merits of the 

Confederate Constitution, Stephens said, “the new constitution has put at rest, forever, all 

the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution, African slavery, as it exists 

amongst us the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the 

immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution.”  

 Stephens continued, “our new government … its foundations are laid, its 

cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that 

slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our 

new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, 

philosophical, and moral truth.”  
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 Stephens also articulated his belief in a scientific basis for a racial hierarchy, 

which he asserted whites dominated.  

Many governments have been founded upon the principle of the subordination 

and serfdom of certain classes of the same race; such were and are in violation of 

the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of nature’s laws. With 

us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of 

the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is his place. 

It is evident then, as expressed by the mind and mouth of the Confederacy’s second in 

command, precisely upon what the intentions of secession and the war to protect it were 

premised. But after five bloody years of battle, with Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, the 

South found itself in the unenviable position of having to explain its actions to defend the 

inhumane cruelty of slavery. Turns out, healing a nation wasn’t worth the clout Southern 

leaders stood to lose. Instead, they spun a chivalric version of history they knew would 

find acceptance both then and in the future, however erroneous it was. Honor, of course, 

is more palatable than hatred; retaining power paramount to telling the truth.  

 If the first objective for the South was to distance themselves from the taint of 

slavery, the second, according to Dr. Gallagher, was to create an appealing excuse for the 

failure of the war effort to explain how the South lost despite their just cause. The 

explanation: the South never had a chance. Confederates cited the unfair, yet 

overwhelming advantages of the North’s industry and population, materiel and men that 

were impossible to overcome however noble and valiant the South’s efforts may have 

been. Evidence of their doomed condition can be found on countless memorials and 
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appears etched in the pedestal of a Confederate statue that marks the burial site and lists 

the names of the University of Virginia students who died fighting in the war. The text 

reads solemnly, “Fate denied them Victory.” 

 Since the war was un-winnable, that the South achieved any military success at 

all, which their most notable leader, General Robert E. Lee certainly did, meant he must 

be all that more of a hero for having shown time and again incredible ability overcoming 

overwhelming odds. Thus began the mythologizing of Confederate heroes: Lee and 

Jackson chief among them.  
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THE MONUMENTS OF CHARLOTTESVILLE 

One hundred and fifty four years after the end of the Civil War, Lee and Jackson are long 

dead but their likenesses are still standing tall. Their foundations, however, are being 

shaken. For months, monuments of them in Charlottesville, Virginia and in other towns 

and cities across the South have been the focus of intense public debate about what they 

mean and whether they should remain standing. 

 In 1924, the statue of Lee sitting atop his famed horse Traveler was erected in Lee 

Park, just two blocks north of what is now the Downtown Mall in Charlottesville. The 

Lee statue is one of four sculptures commissioned by Paul G. McIntire in the 1920s. The 

others are scattered about town. Adjacent to the Albemarle County Circuit Courthouse 

stands a similar statue of Jackson. General George Rogers Clark of Revolutionary War 

fame is memorialized near the UVa hospital, and Lewis, Clark and Sacajawea stand at the 

intersection of Ridge and Main Streets downtown.  

 Both George Rogers Clark and Meriwether Lewis were born in the Charlottesville 

area, and the Lewis & Clark expedition was ordered by the city’s most notable resident, 

US President and UVa founder, Thomas Jefferson. It is understandable then, that statues 

representing their likenesses are part of the Charlottesville landscape publicly presenting 

its history. But why Lee and Jackson? Both Generals were native Virginians, but neither 

had obvious ties to Charlottesville as did Clark and Lewis.   

 Bruce W. Dearstyne, a historian at SUNY Albany, writes that several social 

movements were at play in the early decades of the twentieth century that contextualize 

the time period and speak to the motivations of McIntyre when he commissioned the four 
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statues. The City Beautiful movement had artistic and environmental roots and came 

about as a way to preserve green spaces during a period of rampant urbanization and 

development. Seeking to emulate the success of Frederick Law Olmstead’s achievement 

with Central Park in New York City, Washington D.C., Chicago, and other cities began to 

follow suit and urban parks sprang up (Dearstyne). 

 Dearstyne suggests the second impetus was growing encouragement from the 

National Sculpture Society. This group founded in 1893 and still functioning today, held 

as its mission the purpose of “spread[ing] the knowledge of good sculpture” (Dearstyne). 

With an increasing number of public spaces, sculptures to fill them naturally followed. 

 Public spaces are controlled by governments so the political motivations of those 

in authority deserve scrutiny. To those ends, it is important to note that this era was the 

heyday of Jim Crow, the eighty-eight year span that saw the return of Southern whites to 

political prominence following Reconstruction. The Jim Crow South is characterized by a 

revived sense of nationalism and defense of whiteness in response to threats whites 

perceived from immigrants, blacks, and any group of “others” they could blame for 

society’s failures.  

 The early decades of the twentieth century, when most Confederate monuments 

were built, included egregious displays of white nationalism with the revival of the Ku 

Klux Klan and the nearly four thousand lynchings they’d perform in the name of racial 

purity (Luckerson). Is it implausible to think that cruel mindset stayed outside of politics? 

The facts tell us the answer is no. 
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  Emboldened by the 1893 Plessy v Ferguson decision that upheld the segregation 

doctrine of “separate but equal”, state and municipal governments began to enact political 

controls and establish symbols that paved the way for continued white dominance. The 

Lee statue, its history and installation, serves as a prime example. 

 On May 21st of 1924, Charlottesville businesses shuttered so all attention could 

be turned to the unveiling of the Lee statue. The local newspaper, The Daily Progress, 

promoted it as a “gala Confederate reunion,” planned and carried out by the local 

chapters of three ardent defenders of the Confederacy – the Confederate Veterans, Sons 

of Confederate Veterans, and the United Daughters of the Confederacy. Cadets from the 

Virginia Military Institute led a parade dressed in Confederate colors. And evincing 

historical spin and Confederate revivalism, Washington & Lee University president, Dr. 

Henry Louis Smith, said to the crowd:  

Greater to me than Lee the Soldier, or Lee the Educator, is Lee the Victor over 

Defeat… His defeat was but apparent. Long since has the impartial verdict of the 

slow-moving years crowned as the real victor of Appomattox not Ulysses S. Grant 

and his swarming armies, but the undefeated spirit of Robert E. Lee. His surrender 

was temporary. Long since have his enemies and detractors surrendered in their 

turn to this hero of defeat. His name and fame are growing with every passing 

year, their splendor heightened rather than obscured by this dark background of 

failure and disasters.    

General Lee’s great-granddaughter Mary Walker Lee attended the ceremony and was 

given the honor of revealing the statue by pulling away the Confederate flag laid over the 
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sculpture. University of Virginia President, Edwin A. Alderman offered remarks to the 

assembled crowd and accepted McIntire’s gift on behalf of the city. Documentation from 

the National Register of Historic Places states that the principal dedication speech was 

given by C.B. Linney of the Grand Camp of Confederate Veterans. According to 

Dearstyne, Linney "passionately extolled the valor of the Confederate cause” saying,  

I thank God that we have lost nothing of our love for the Cause by the lapse of 

time, which has wisely served to intensify our devotion.... My comrades, ours is a 

rich heritage, oh, how rich! [The Lee statue reminds us of] the glory, honor and 

immortality of the Confederate soldier [and should inspire us to] catch fresh 

courage for the battle of the morrow and swear eternal allegiance to the Cause and 

undying devotion to the memory of the one that is gone. 

In light of the resurgence of the Lost Cause in today’s national debate, it’s fascinating to 

consider that it took nearly sixty years after Lee’s military career ended at Appomattox, 

fifty four since his death, before the statue of him was unveiled in Charlottesville. If 

Linney was right, that those memorializing Lee in 1924 had “lost nothing of our love for 

the Cause by the lapse of time,” then why the wait? Twelve years of Reconstruction 

explain the first fifth of that span, and an economy that took time to rebuild factors in too, 

though that is a generous excuse. Grieving the dead is not boom-economy dependent. 

Given Lee’s fame, it’s puzzling that it took so long to muster all the pomp and 

circumstance for a proper sendoff. That ceremony was not a funeral; however, it was a 

revival. And revivals don’t lay things to rest; they stir things up. 
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 How we view the past deserves a closer look, too. It’s easy to compress time, 

lumping together all the events that transpired before our lifetimes into one folder called 

“history.” While we can generally keep events in order, our sequential memory rarely 

acknowledges the gaps between those events, nor are we generally prone to consider the 

impulses that caused them. Unless our experience or education taught us differently, 

we’re apt to assign a historical purity to buildings, monuments, emblems, and other 

artifacts that existed before our birth because “they’ve always been there.” We’re 

indoctrinated to celebrate our history in America, which creates the tendency to blindly 

label objects and events from the past as honorable and good, and ignores numerous 

underlying atrocities. We made Columbus Day a national holiday. We consider 19th 

century westward expansion our Manifest Destiny, not Native American genocide. We 

put Andrew Jackson’s likeness on the twenty-dollar bill. 

 I’m not saying that a predisposition to see good in the past is wrong, but it is lazy. 

And that negligent approach enables a mindset which, in the case of statues like Lee’s, 

exchanges the racist reality of their creation for a myth about Confederate honor. Truth, 

then, is often whitewashed by the ways we choose to remember and pass down our 

history. If we don’t look back with care, it’s easy if not convenient to arrive at 

conclusions about monuments in public spaces without any knowledge about when and 

why they came to be. But we have to look, even if we don’t like what we find. And what 

a closer look into postbellum politics reveals is the birth of Jim Crow, the origins of these 

Lost Cause symbols and the revisionist history they represent, and the white supremacist 

motivations upon which it was all based.  
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THE HISTORY OF JIM CROW 

Eleven years after the end of the Civil War, the presidential election of 1876 saw an 

electoral impasse between the Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel 

Tilden. Votes in three southern states: Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana—all with 

Reconstruction-era and thus Republican-controlled governments—were in dispute, which 

prevented an electoral majority for either candidate. For the preceding sixteen years, 

Republicans controlled the federal government, most obviously because southern states, 

home to most of the country’s Democrats, seceded and later because Republican-

governed Reconstruction denied their participation. Southern Democrats were eager for 

that to change. 

 A secret meeting produced what came to be called the Compromise of 1877, 

whereby the Republican Hayes received the presidency in exchange for removal of the 

remaining Federal troops from the South. Republicans gained the White House and white 

Southern Democrats were restored to political power. Reconstruction was over, and 

though Federal occupation has been largely overemphasized by Lost Causers, troop 

removal meant blacks, who’d been given freedom, clearly defined citizenship, and the 

right to vote, by the 13th, 14th, and 15th Constitutional Amendments respectively, lost 

the only mechanism to secure their enforcement. And in that vacuum of authority, white 

supremacists roared back into power and ushered in the era of Jim Crow. 

 Jim Crow laws were instruments passed by state and local governments to reassert 

white supremacy and abrogate the Constitutional rights recently granted to blacks. With 

the implementation of poll taxes and literacy tests, southern governments began to 
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eliminate blacks from voting by discriminating against their financial and educational 

standing. Of course, opportunities for advancement of any kind, much less wealth 

accumulation, had been long denied to blacks, making Jim Crow laws all the more 

effective and cruel.  

 Aristocratic whites would justify literacy tests stating that voters should be able to 

inform themselves of political happenings before they should be allowed to participate in 

the elections. The tricky part was that discrepancies in socio-economic standing and 

levels of literacy among whites meant not all were on board with these strategies. The 

situation presented a problem that required a unique solution. 

 The Panic of 1893 was the most severe economic downturn America would face 

until the Great Depression began in 1929. Caused by the bankruptcy of two of the 

nation’s largest companies, it would last four years and significantly challenge the 

existing political alignment, most notably among small, independent farmers. The 

Populist Party as it would become known attracted a large contingent of farmers across 

the nation, certainly in the agrarian South, and absorbed the membership of Farmers 

Alliance organizations nationwide. Its platform sought economic protections 

advantageous to farmers and an expansion of the money supply, an inflationary move 

aimed at driving up crop prices—policies aristocratic white politicians opposed. The 

tricky thing was that many of these Southern farmers had little or no education and were 

victimized by the same literacy tests and poll taxes aristocratic Southern whites imposed 

to eliminate black suffrage. How then could their political support be wielded to preserve 

white aristocratic interests? 
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 Comparatively few in number, aristocratic whites needed the votes of the more 

numerous poor whites to preserve their political power. Clearly, votes weren’t going to 

come from other groups. The question then, was how to preserve Jim Crow laws that 

eliminated black suffrage, without alienating poor whites who might also be affected. 

Segregated schools would become one mechanism, grandfather clauses another, but even 

better was the resurrection of the noble Lost Cause and the creation of symbols that 

would perpetuate both the hierarchal status quo and the societal divide between poor 

whites and blacks, who shared an economic status. That is, if poor whites could be duped 

into to hating blacks instead of realizing their common socio-political interests, the self-

serving, white aristocracy could maintain its power. 

THE FLAGS OF OUR FATHERS 

There is no more galvanizing image in American culture than the Confederate flag. There 

is considerable misunderstanding about it however, and its history reveals several 

different versions existed. The flag most closely associated with the Confederacy, and 

groups who have used the symbol, is the Confederate Battle flag. Though it is often 

incorrectly called the Stars and Bars, it is not. Rather, the Stars and Bars was the first 

national flag of the Confederate States of America and had a circle of stars, one for each 

seceded state, in a canton of blue next to three horizontal bars, two red separated by one 

white. The Battle Flag, which most of us recognize, placed white stars on a blue St. 

Andrew’s Cross over a field of red. It was developed by General PGT Beauregard in 

1861 after the First Battle of Manassas as a way to distinguish between opposing forces. 
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The Stars and Bars caused confusion; it too closely resembled the United States’ Stars 

and Stripes making it difficult for Confederate Generals to differentiate troops and 

orchestrate warfare. 

 The second national flag of the Confederacy was called the Stainless Banner. A 

square canton in the upper left hand corner with the Battle Flag sat on a field of white, a 

stainless field suggesting the purity of the white race. When wind left the flag limp, 

however, it looked much like the white flag of surrender, so a large, red, vertical stripe 

was added to the flag, which became known as the Bloodstained Banner.  

 General familiarity with these flags is important when considering the increased 

use of those designs during and since the era of Jim Crow. Several southern states created 

their state flags to represent white supremacy and to utilize them as symbols not tied to 

any one location like a statue, but which could be flown anywhere, to commemorate the 

Confederacy. The argument that Confederate symbols were established to preserve 

history and celebrate the honor of those who fought and died loses credibility when 

examining the broader legislative agenda in which those symbols were intertwined. 

THE POLITICIZATION AND EMBLEMIZATION OF WHITE SUPREMACY 

Reporting for Mississippi History Now, a publication of the Mississippi Historical 

Society, Milsaps College History Professor Stephanie Rolph writes, “without much 

attention or even public knowledge, the 1894 Mississippi Legislature, acting on the 

recommendation of Governor John M. Stone, approved a flag with three bars of blue, 

white, and red and a canton in the top left corner that contained the Confederate Battle 
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Flag.” The same flag still flies today. Governor Stone fought for the Confederacy, rising 

to the rank of Colonel. After the War, he was elected to the Mississippi Senate and by 

1876 was serving as President Pro Tempore. Later that same year, when then Governor 

Ames resigned, and with the Lieutenant Governor already impeached, Stone became 

Governor (Rolph). 

 Stone would finish out the few remaining months of Ames’ vacated term. 

Subsequent to the Compromise of 1877, but later the same year, Stone would win 

reelection by a margin of 97,729 to 47, early evidence of the success of white 

intimidation efforts to suppress black voting in the post-Reconstruction South. In fact, 

Republicans didn’t even nominate a candidate. Stone was elected again in 1889 by a 

count of 84,929 to 16 and it was during that term that Stone would oversee and sign into 

law the 1890 Mississippi Constitution and its Jim Crow foundation (Rolph). 

 With Reconstruction over and Federal troops long gone, Mississippi and other 

southern states were free to re-write their state charters, providing an opportunity to begin 

nullifying the Constitutional Amendments they’d had to ratify in defeat during the 

process of reunification. Among the measures Stone signed into law was Sec. 243 of 

Article 12 which established “a uniform poll tax of two dollars, to be used in aid of the 

common schools, and for no other purpose, is hereby imposed on every male inhabitant 

of this State between the ages of twenty-one and sixty years” (Rolph). 

 The new state charter also included Sec. 244 which declared that “On and after 

the first day of January, A. D., 1892, every elector shall, in addition to the foregoing 

qualifications, be able to read any section of the constitution of this State; or he shall be 
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able to understand the same when read to him, or give a reasonable interpretation 

thereof” (Rolph). 

 With one hand, Governor Stone signed legislation that negatively impacted poor 

whites, with the other he sought to corral them back into the political fold by creating a 

new state flag in 1894. According to Rolph, “the Confederate Battle Flag and its inclusion 

within the design of Mississippi’s state flag was an effort to unify white political, 

economic, and social divisions in the state, at a time when political schisms threatened to 

destroy the Democratic coalition that prevailed in Mississippi.” As his fellow Confederate 

Veterans were fewer and fewer with each passing year, and with no interest in a platform 

to help out poor white farmers, Stone turned to symbolism to gather together his political 

base. And rather than risk alienating poor whites disenfranchised by literacy 

requirements, Stone sought to collect votes from whites of all social strata through 

symbolism that declared their racial superiority. Or in Rolph’s words, “doing so not only 

reassured Confederate veterans who feared that their service and cause would be 

forgotten, but it also shored-up the persistence of white supremacy as the state proceeded 

to eliminate voting rights [and] deny access to educational equality” (Rolph). 

 A similar story was unfolding in Alabama at the same time. State legislator, John 

W. A. Sanford III introduced a state flag design proposal that was adopted in February of 

1895. The Alabama Official and Statistical Register published by the Alabama 

Department of Archives and History declared, ‘the flag of the State of Alabama shall be a 

crimson cross of St Andrew on a field of white” (Causey). 
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 Sanford’s father, John Sanford Jr., was a colonel in the Confederate States Army 

and commanded the 60th Alabama Infantry Regiment, which fought in the Battle of 

Chickamauga. They were among those Confederates who had been unable to dislodge 

General Thomas from Snodgrass Hill. Both during and after Reconstruction, Sanford Jr 

would serve as Alabama’s Attorney General over three non-consecutive periods, the first 

of which was ended prematurely when General George Meade, the victorious Union 

commander at Gettysburg, was put in charge of the military district that included 

Alabama. Meade removed Confederates to create openings for Reconstruction 

government officials, a move the Sanfords surely resented. 

 As a state legislator, Sanford III’s intention was to commemorate the 60th 

Alabama, their valor, and their flag upon which Alabama’s new design was based. 

Documentation corroborates Sanford’s Confederate revivalism. “Dr. Thomas Owen, 

[then] director of the Alabama Department of Archives and History 

interviewed individuals who had been around at the time that the bill was introduced. He 

concluded that the flag was intended to ‘preserve in permanent form some of the more 

distinctive features of the Confederate battle flag, particularly the St. Andrew’s 

cross’” (Causey). 

 While the stories of the Mississippi and Alabama state flags draw close 

connections between the Confederacy and the sitting government’s ties to it, it is the 

history of the Georgia state flag that might be the most hate-filled. In an article for the 

New Georgia Encyclopedia, historian Edwin Jackson wrote, “In 1879 Heman H. Perry, a 

state senator and a former Confederate major, introduced legislation to give Georgia 
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militia units an official state flag. The new banner was based on the first national flag of 

the Confederacy (the "Stars and Bars"). The blue canton (the top inner quarter) of the 

Stars and Bars extended the full width of the flag, and even though the stars were 

removed, the derivation of the flag was obvious to all” (Jackson). 

 Flag design matters to those it represents, and while clearly indicative of 

Confederate influence, the 1879 concept lacked state character. So, in 1902, the General 

Assembly changed the flag again, this time to more closely associate the flag with 

Georgia by adding the State’s coat of arms. But even that flag (amended slightly in 1920 

to include the entire state seal), as Georgian and Confederate as it already was, would 

only last until the the Civil Rights era when more pressing needs arose with all deliberate 

speed. 

 Most white Southerners were incensed by the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in 

Brown v Board of Education that ruled segregation illegal, even more so in 1955 by the 

subsequent court order for all states to integrate their schools with “all deliberate speed.” 

In direct response, Georgia lawmakers decided a more recognizable Confederate emblem 

could prove a useful symbol in asserting their objections to integration. As part of 

Georgia’s contribution to “Massive Resistance”, the political agenda adopted throughout 

the South by lawmakers who were determined to spit in the eyes of the Court, the 

General Assembly moved to resurrect the Confederate Battle Flag over their state. 

 Georgia elected Marvin Griffin governor the same year as Brown v Board. He had 

run on a segregationist platform, pledging to maintain separate schools “come hell or 

high water.” During his first (and only) term, legislators, knowing they had gubernatorial 
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support, “introduced measures that would close all state public schools, lease them to 

private entities and provide state grants for children to attend those schools, which would 

be segregated” (Owen). In his state of the state address in January of 1956, Griffin 

reasserted his position assuring supporters that nothing would change under his watch. 

There will be no mixing of the races in the public schools and college classrooms 

of Georgia anywhere or at any time as long as I am governor. All attempts to mix 

the races, whether they be in the classrooms, on the playgrounds, in public 

conveyances or in any other area of close personal contact on terms of equity, 

peril the mores of the South. 

Griffin's ally in the legislature, Denmark Groover, who would serve for decades in the 

House of Representatives, revealed how the Lost Cause mentality drove southern 

political ambitions. As floor leader, he was largely responsible for the new flag’s adoption 

in 1956, a design that replaced red and white stripes with the Confederate Battle Flag. 

Speaking before the General Assembly in support of the new flag bill, Groover said it 

"would leave no doubt in anyone's mind that Georgia will not forget the teachings of Lee 

and Stonewall Jackson, and that this will show that we in Georgia intend to uphold what 

we stood for, will stand for, and will fight for ... anything we in Georgia can do to 

preserve the memory of the Confederacy is a step forward” (Jackson). 

HERITAGE NOT HATE 

The motivations behind the creation of the 1956 Georgia state flag are difficult to deny. 

Elected officials, not lawless ne’er-do-wells, nor bloggers, nor special interests, but the 
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highest levels of civil servants had hate in their hearts and dredged up emblems from the 

past to decorate their segregationist agenda. Yet these emblems and the statues like the 

ones of Lee and Jackson in Charlottesville are defended by many upon the premise that 

they’re part of a proud southern heritage. It is this heritage and not race-based hatred that 

many Southerners extoll as the virtue by which these symbols should be protected. 

Interviewed by Katie Couric for National Geographic Television, Frank Earnest, an 

officer in the Virginia Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV) explained that defense saying, 

“we have a right to our heritage and traditions as much as anyone else.” The group to 

which Mr. Earnest belongs claims to be “preserving the history and legacy of these 

heroes so that future generations can understand the motives that animated the Southern 

Cause.” In their words, the SCV are “fighting the narrow minded that are attacking our 

heritage.” 

 That’s fair—we’re encouraged in America to stand up for what we believe in. But 

there is no better example of selective remembrance than the heritage and traditions Mr. 

Earnest and the SCV seek to protect. In fact, it’s difficult to find a more fabricated history 

than the Lost Cause that flatly denies the truth of its racist foundation. No western culture 

was so clearly rooted in racial superiority nor benefited as much by the subjugation and 

labor of a racially different group than the slaveholding South. It’s a heritage built on 

discrimination and hate. And while Frank Earnest, and many who share his viewpoint, 

justify secession and war as defense of states’ rights, the question that must be asked is, 

precisely what right was the Confederacy defending? Alexander Stephens has already 

given us an explicit answer. 
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 Fact is, denial and wishful thinking come part and parcel to the Heritage not Hate 

argument. When researching Confederate flag history, I discovered a website called 

usflag.org. While I assumed no historical accuracy from that site, verbiage there does 

exemplify the cake-and-eat-it-too arguments held by the Heritage not Hate crowd. At the 

bottom of its webpage on Confederate flags is the following note written (sometime 

before the site’s last update in 2005) by contributor BJ Meksikatsi who sought to 

differentiate supporters of Southern heritage from overtly racist groups like the Ku Klux 

Klan. 

Note: It is necessary to disclaim any connection of these flags to neo-nazis, red-

necks, skin-heads and the like. These groups have adopted this flag and 

desecrated it by their acts. They have no right to use this flag - it is a flag of 

honor, designed by the confederacy as a banner representing state's rights and still 

revered by the South. In fact, under attack, it still flies over the South Carolina 

capitol building. The South denies any relation to these hate groups and denies 

them the right to use the flags of the confederacy for any purpose. The crimes 

committed by these groups under the stolen banner of the conderacy [sic] only 

exacerbate the lies which link the seccesion [sic] to slavery interests when, from a 

Southerner's view, the cause was state's rights.  

This claim of emblem theft is disingenuous. Using misdirection, Heritage not Hate makes 

a scapegoat of the racism most Americans agree is wrong by pointing blame at obvious 

offenders, all the while hiding the underlying truth. That is, these types cling to the faulty 

belief that symbols like the Confederate flag can represent noble ideals like courage and 
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honor free and clear of all the inhumanity of slavery. Conveniently, they dismiss all the 

hate that has come to be associated with those symbols because they were coopted and 

appropriated by the Ku Klux Klan and their ilk. In reality, those groups attaching 

themselves to symbols like the Confederate flag represent the continuation of hate born in 

the slaveholding era, not an unassociated, nor subsequent creation of it.  

 Groups like the Klan, Unite the Right, and their followers are the radical 

embodiment of white supremacy. Their obvious racism is easy for most to identify and 

condemn. And since their numbers are fortunately few, if they were the only source of 

racism in America, the problem would be easy to confront. Sadly, it’s not so simple. 

Much more pervasive is this subtle, yet mainstream racism that Mr. Earnest and Mr. 

Meksikatsi exemplify through their denial of historical facts that constitutes the primary 

impediment to social progress. When so many typical citizens deny the clearcut racism 

for which the Confederacy stood, it prevents us from taking the first step of solving the 

problem of racism in America: seeing it in ourselves. 

 But this isn’t anything new. In a recent interview with conservative FoxNews 

entertainment personality Sean Hannity, Former ABC News Anchor Ted Koppel 

responded with these words when asked why he thought Hannity and his show were bad 

for America. “You have attracted people that are determined that ideology is more 

important than facts.” For 140 years, the South has been cultivating its ideology by 

turning falsehoods into facts and decorating public places with symbols that conflate 

heritage and hate. 
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NATIVISM  

Our nation has a deep-seated history with othering and politicizing difference for 

personal gain. In the mid 1800s, the United States began to encounter significant 

increases in immigration particularly from Ireland and Germany, where famine and poor 

economic conditions led nearly three million people to seek a better life in America 

(Boissoneault). Conveniently ignoring that they were immigrants or direct descendants of 

immigrants themselves, a growing number of Americans began to draw lines to 

differentiate themselves from those newcomers. The fear was competition over jobs. 

Established workers and craftsmen felt threatened by the millions of able-bodied, 

unskilled workers whose sheer numbers could allow employers to cut wages as factories 

mass-produced items which undercut and outsold those hand-built by artisans. To further 

convey their inherent evil, native-born Americans promoted stereotypes of Irish and 

German immigrants as prone to alcoholism and thievery in order to publicize foreigners 

as threats to established society. In short, the way things were was under attack and 

newcomers were to blame.  

 From this anger sprang the Order of the Star Spangled Banner, a society so secret 

that if asked about it, members were to simply say, “I know nothing.” This was the birth 

of the Know Nothings, a group whose ranks swelled from coast to coast. Chinese 

immigration driven by the 1849 gold rush and subsequent railroad bonanza in California 

spawned similar sentiment out west. According to Smithsonian Magazine,  

At its height in the 1850s, the Know Nothing party, originally called the American 

Party, included more than 100 elected congressmen, eight governors, a controlling 
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share of half-a-dozen state legislatures from Massachusetts to California, and 

thousands of local politicians. Party members supported deportation of foreign 

beggars and criminals; a 21-year naturalization period for immigrants; mandatory 

Bible reading in schools; and the elimination of all Catholics from public office. 

They wanted to restore their vision of what America should look like with 

temperance, Protestantism, self-reliance, with American nationality and work 

ethic enshrined as the nation’s highest values. 

In other words, the Know Nothings wanted to make America great again.  

 Were slavery not the threat to disunion that it certainly was in the mid-nineteenth 

century, the immigration issue might have allowed the Know Nothings a more permanent 

place in national politics. While their organization might have faltered, the sentiment 

persisted and reared its ugly head in the early 1900s in many forms. DW Griffith’s wildly 

successful motion picture Birth of a Nation, the National Origins Act of 1924, the 1926 

Ku Klux Klan March on Washington, were all examples of the nationwide nativist 

reprisal external to state politics during the height of Jim Crow. It is no surprise then that 

this period, the first quarter of the 20th Century, saw the most rampant construction of 

Confederate Monuments according to the Southern Poverty Law Center. 

ON MANY SIDES 

August 11 and 12 of 2017 were difficult days in Charlottesville. Following the city’s 

February 7 decision to remove the Lee Statue by a 3-2 vote, Jason Kessler, founder of the 

white supremacist group, Unite the Right, filed for a permit to hold a public protest of 
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that decision. The City initially denied Kessler, but were later overruled by a federal 

judge on first amendment grounds, which allowed the August 12 rally to take place. The 

night before, pro-white protesters gathered with torches at the Rotunda, the University’s 

most historic and symbolic building, and chanted racist phrases like "white lives matter,” 

“Jews will not replace us,” and “blood and soil.”  

 As horrific as those events were, Saturday, August 12 was worse. Hours before 

the rally was scheduled to start, physical altercations erupted between protesters and 

counter-protesters. Law enforcement subsequently declared the gathering an unlawful 

assembly, but that didn’t end the violence, nor did Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe’s 

declaration of a state of emergency. In fact, things only deteriorated. Just off the 

Downtown Mall and mere blocks from the rally at the Lee Statue, a white supremacist 

protester, whose name I choose not to include here, drove his car into a crowd of counter-

protesters. He killed Heather Heyer and injured nineteen others.     

 As tragic as those days were for Charlottesville and our country, they revealed 

how high up the political ladder white supremacy climbs in modern-day America. While 

President Trump did not create racism, he, like all presidents, bears the responsibility of 

confronting and curtailing it. Sadly, his response only aggravated our societal rift. 

 In the midst of the riots, it bears noting that President Trump did tweet his 

objections to the violence at what turned out to be thirty minutes before Heather Heyer 

was killed. It read, “We ALL must be united & condemn all that hate stands for. There is 

no place for this kind of violence in America. Lets [sic] come together as one!” Not 
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surprisingly, it had no effect, though social media is less likely to quell chaos than stir it 

up.  

 The President expressed politically appropriate sentiments, but tweeting is not 

leading, nor would his condemnations prove to be genuine. Once the dust settled in 

Charlottesville and he had the opportunity to address the press, Trump elected to 

ingratiate himself with his political base rather than tackle the problem head on. “We 

condemn in the strongest possible terms” he said, “this egregious display of hatred, 

bigotry and violence on many sides, on many sides” (Merica). The repeated last three 

words invalidated his condemnation and struck a divisive tone that revealed the 

president’s allegiance to white interests. While violence is unacceptable, and while 

protestors and counter-protesters surely both engaged in it, only one side that day had 

gathered with the intention of using race to divide a nation. 

 This distinction seemed apparent to most as elected officials of both parties shared 

frustration at Trump’s failure to repudiate white supremacy. Former vice president and 

Democrat Joe Biden cleared up the president's obfuscation tweeting, “there is only one 

side. #charlottesville.” Republicans also called out Trump’s mishandling of the situation. 

Colorado Senator Cory Gardner tweeted, "Mr. President - we must call evil by its name. 

These were white supremacists and this was domestic terrorism.” And Florida Senator 

Marco Rubio identified the shortcomings of Trump’s initial response posting, “[it’s] very 

important for the nation to hear @potus describe events in #Charlottesville for what they 

are, a terror attack by #whitesupremacists” (Merica). 
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 In the middle of this crisis and in the days that followed, there were opportunities 

for the commander in chief to reframe his position and distinguish between right and 

wrong, to help guide our country toward a path of reconciliation. President Trump chose 

not to do so. Instead, Trump defended the Heritage not Hate agenda at an August 15 press 

briefing when he objected to Confederate statue removal. “So this week, it is Robert E. 

Lee. I noticed that Stonewall Jackson is coming down. I wonder, is it George Washington 

next week? And is it Thomas Jefferson the week after? You know, you really do have to 

ask yourself, where does it stop?” 

 At best, Trump was reluctant to condemn evil. At worst, his remarks, denying the 

racist intentions of the Unite the Right protest, only condone their hate and perpetuate the 

falsehoods of the Lost Cause and its spawn, Heritage not Hate. His comments reflect an 

unwillingness or inability to grasp historical nuance or take any interest in healing a 

divided nation. His mindset typifies covert racism, which is insidious because it’s 

pervasive and susceptible to inflammation which can multiply overt racism. 

 To be fair, Trump ultimately did say “I’ve condemned neo-Nazis. I’ve condemned 

many different groups,” but continued down a dangerous path. “Not all of those people 

were neo-Nazis, believe me. Not all of those people were white supremacists by any 

stretch. Those people were also there because they wanted to protest the taking down of a 

statue, Robert E. Lee.” America needs leadership to differentiate between good and evil 

so as to ensure the former and eradicate the latter. Vacillation is not leadership and 

tolerance of racism is still racism. 
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 In the Aaron Sorkin movie The American President, fictional President Andrew 

Shepherd, played by Michael Douglas, goes off-script during a pre-State of the Union 

press conference to set the record straight. “America isn't easy.” Shepherd says, "America 

is advanced citizenship. You gotta want it bad, 'cause it's gonna put up a fight. It's gonna 

say "You want free speech? Let's see you acknowledge a man whose words make your 

blood boil, who's standing center stage and advocating at the top of his lungs that which 

you would spend a lifetime opposing at the top of yours.” Americans are granted the 

freedom to assemble and protest and so there is nothing illegal about the Unite the Right 

march. A federal court judge explicitly said as much. There is a chasm of difference here, 

however between legality and morality. While within their rights to assemble and protest, 

Unite the Right is premised upon fear, fake history, hate, and vengeance. It’s impossible 

to construct a reasonable argument that extolling those notions is good for the nation.  

 Looking for the positive in Trump’s “not all those people” remarks, it is generally 

a good idea to avoid painting all individuals who make up a group with the same brush. 

It’s one approach to bucking stereotypes. However, in this instance Trump’s comments in 

no way advance the general welfare of the citizens he swore an oath to protect. He 

selectively looks after the interests of a myth-based mindset that’s long preferred the 

segregation of races due to the false belief in a fabricated hierarchy of them. What’s 

worse, his message, which seeks to encourage his political base, exacerbates division and 

emboldens wrong thinking so much so that former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke 

congratulated Trump on his remarks, tweeting, “Thank you President Trump for your 

honesty & courage to tell the truth about #Charlottesville” (Merica). 
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 America was founded on democratic principles and James Madison, the architect 

of the Constitution, recognized divergent interest groups would emerge. He called them 

“factions,” and devised a system that pitted them against each other so no singular 

interest could dominate. All that to say that it’s not wrong for Americans to disagree 

about important subjects—it was expected. It’s essential though, that we understand why 

we feel a certain way and ensure our thoughts, words, and actions have factual and moral 

basis.  

MY RETURN TO CHARLOTTESVILLE 

I watched the news coverage of the riots in Charlottesville confused and angry. Places so 

familiar from four years there as an undergraduate were being desecrated by otherworldly 

events. As a student, the Rotunda was a place I would go and think, to get away from the 

drudgery of Greek life or squabbles with roommates. The building that held the 

department of economics, my major there, sat at the far end of the Lawn, the terraced 

green space at the heart of Grounds that was home to students and faculty. Such was 

Jefferson’s design. Choosing an academic major whose classrooms sat in such a serene 

location was very much my design.  

 Watching video of belligerent men with torches march there was enraging. I was 

livid that this group of hateful, racist people chose to gather at a place I hold dear, even 

more so when I learned that Kessler, their leader, was also a UVa alum. He knew what the 

Rotunda represented to the city and the University community. He knew the regard 

students and faculty hold for Academcial Village, this place that Jefferson designed for 
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them to live and study together. He knew the tradition of the student run honor system, 

and that the landscape his marchers overran is respected as the Grounds, not merely a 

college campus. He knew all this and was trying to aggrandize his cause by appropriating 

the significance of a place of honor.  

 With all this still fresh in my mind, I returned to the University in April of 2018. I 

found it quietly returned to normal from the riots ten months earlier. I expected things 

would settle out, but I needed to see the place again for myself and to speak with people 

whom I hoped could reassure me that was indeed the case.  

 I arranged to speak with Dr. John Mason. He is a professor of history at UVa and 

one of the members of the Blue Ribbon Commission on Race, Memorials, and Public 

Spaces. He was featured in Katie Couric’s National Geographic Television special, and as 

a member of the Blue Ribbon Commission, had studied the history of Charlottesville and 

the Lee Statue. It was this Commission that recommended the removal of the Lee Statue, 

which the City Council approved in February of 2017, leading to the riots that August. 

 “We weren’t just concerned with the statues,” he said to me, explaining the role of 

the Commission. “The city charged us with also thinking about ways to memorialize 

African American history and to also change, broaden, and deepen and enrich the 

narrative of the city. To change the way the story of the city is told.”  

 We sat for over an hour in his office on the north side of Nau Hall, a building that 

didn’t exist in my time as a student there. It rests just south of Cabell Hall, the massive 

structure of red brick and white columns that holds the stage for Commencement each 

spring at the end of the Lawn opposite the Rotunda. Outside his window, in the 
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lengthening shadows of a warm spring afternoon, students passed below as the day’s final 

classes let out. Though so much had changed, I felt like a student again, but one with 

much more purpose than the version of me twenty years earlier.  

 Dr. Mason was friendly and forthcoming. Giving me much more time than I’d 

asked for, he shared extensively the research he and the Blue Ribbon Commission 

compiled during their lengthy study. He showed me photos from the University’s small 

collections library of African-American Charlottesvillians taken at the same time the Lee 

Statue was erected, evidence this wasn’t just a city of whites. He spoke of 

Charlottesville’s history in a broader and more inclusive context than I’d ever known, 

though his words carried lingering sadness from the tragic events that transpired. 

I think facing American history is really hard, to face it truthfully, because there’s 

a lot of pain in American history. If you’re the beneficiary of the pain that was 

inflicted, if you’re a descendant of slaveowners, if your family benefitted from 

segregation, from white supremacy, you see American history in a particular kind 

of way. If you are Native American, if you are African American, if you are a 

person of color, then you feel it and see it in a different way. In some ways, 

you’ve been the victims of that history. Ed Morgan, the great Colonial historian of 

the United States, he connected American slavery and American freedom. And it 

is [connected.] Freedom for white Americans was predicated to a large extent on 

the enslavement of African Americans. After slavery, prosperity, freedom, that 

sense of American possibility is predicated on Jim Crow. You can’t have one 

without the other. 
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Dr. Mason also feels a sense of responsibility for what’s happened in his Charlottesville. 

Had the City Commission not acted upon the Blue Ribbon Commission’s 

recommendations to remove the Lee Statue, Jason Kessler and Unite the Right wouldn’t 

have gathered to protest. While Mason remains confident, and rightfully so, in the sound 

work he and his fellow Commission members did researching and preparing their 

thorough and thoughtful report, the tragic events of August 2017 still haunt him. He went 

above and beyond in his civic duties, but sadly, his good deeds didn't go unpunished. 

 The violence is certainly not the fault of the Blue Ribbon Commission, and 

further, it must be noted, they provided the City two options to address Confederate 

monuments. Two options that speak to the conscientiousness of the Commission’s work, 

a fact which has received little publicity. The first and most clear cut option, and of 

course the one the City adopted, was removal of the Confederate statues. The second 

more thoughtful, though much more complex possibility, was to reinstall the Lee and 

Jackson statues to, as Dr. Mason put it, “allow them to speak in a different register by 

changing [their] visual language.” One of the simplest ways of doing that, he continued, 

“would be to take them off their pedestals, to bring them down to human level, to bring 

them down to eye level, where you can see them as statues and you can ask them 

questions.” In addition to the reinstallation, the sculptures could have been surrounded by 

imagery that represented more than just the Confederate component of Charlottesville 

history. With removal planned, it seems a great learning opportunity was missed. 

 I left Dr. Mason grateful for his time and tireless work, but also with knowledge 

that there was a much darker past in Charlottesville than my experience at UVa had 
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taught me. The Charlottesville I had known was upscale, sophisticated. It was the home 

of higher education in the state of Virginia surrounded by lush rolling hills in the center 

of one of the nation’s wealthiest counties. Yes, there were these statues, and since they 

promoted the authority of people with a skin color like mine, I’d never felt threatened by 

their presence. It’s not that I subscribe to the tenants of white supremacy, in truth I detest 

all it stands for, but I never considered to look into the history of a town I’d assumed had 

a commendable past. I never considered the viewpoints of others, many whose families 

had for generations lived in a community shrouded in hate. Hate in the hearts of elected 

officials. Hate on the pages of newspapers. Hate on pedestals in public spaces. It is this 

pervasiveness of hate that normalizes it and makes it hard to see and so easy to ignore, 

especially when it never affected me. 

 Dr. Mason shared the Blue Ribbon Commission’s report they’d submitted to the 

city government in December of 2016. Well over a hundred pages long, it explored the 

city’s history and prominent citizens in great detail. The report created a concrete sense of 

Charlottesville in the first several decades of the twentieth century—the time leading up 

to and including the unveiling of the Lee statue. The purpose being that if we could 

understand that place in time and the characteristics of those of political influence, we 

could better evaluate the motivations of monument making and therefore gain a nuanced 

ability to navigate today’s complexities specific to Lee and his place in Charlottesville. 

Put simply, if we as a nation are going to debate taking Confederate statues down, we 

should know why they went up in the first place. 
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 The report identified two significant figures in the Jim Crow era in 

Charlottesville. The first was James H. Lindsay, a Charlottesville native, who with help 

from his brother Frank established the town’s newspaper, The Daily Progress. In a 2012 

article in what is still the town’s primary paper, writer David Maurer notes Lindsay was a 

fixture in town, active in the local Presbyterian church, Rotary, and numerous other 

professional associations.  He was a director of a local bank and sat on the city council 

and city school boards (Maurer). 

 Lindsay also served as a delegate to the Virginia State Constitutional Convention 

in 1901-2, which was convened to reorganize the state in the aftermath of Reconstruction. 

Like those in other southern states, the Virginia Constitutional Convention was “an 

important example of post-Reconstruction efforts to restore white supremacy in the 

American South by disenfranchising large numbers of blacks and working-class 

whites” (Breitzer). 

 As was the case in Mississippi and throughout the South, Virginia emerged from 

this convention with a poll tax and a literacy requirement, the so-called “understanding 

clause,” which would require any voter “to give a ‘reasonable' explanation of any section 

of the new state constitution at the demand of a registration board.” One notable 

exception however: “all Civil War veterans, North and South, and their sons were 

exempted from all of the above requirements” (Breitzer). 

 Lindsay voted for these measures and his own newspaper publicized the 

perspective and intentions of his Convention participation. An article in July of 1901 

reads, “Mr. Lindsay came out boldly in favor of disfranchising the negro as far as 
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possible and thus remove him as a factor in politics in the State. Education had unfitted 

the negro for his sphere in life” (Breitzer). 

 Under Lindsay’s direction, The Daily Progress would also favorably report Klan 

activity throughout the period. Included in the Blue Ribbon Commission’s report was one 

clipping from Halloween of 1916 which reads,  

In the midst of all, a gay battalion of the Ku Klux Klan came thundering down 

from the heights of Midway, recalling other days. Many a dusky denizen of “the 

bottom” was seen to shrink instinctively back into the shadows of Preston Avenue 

as they swept along, the realism of the suggestion controlling their adventurous 

efforts to see. 

It was a strictly orderly and well behaved outpouring of the spirit world last night, 

and afforded much pleasure to the onlookers as well as to the merry participants 

(Blue Ribbon). 

Even more directly supportive of white supremacist activity were the following 

advertisements for a Ku Klux Klan rally printed in July of 1921.  

The spirit of Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest hovered over Charlottesville recently, 

and the fiery cross, symbolic of the invisible Empire and of the unconquered and 

unconquerable blood of America, was an eerie sheen upon a lelion [sic] of white 

robed Virginians as they stood upon hallowed ground and renewed the faith of 

their fathers. 

Which is by way of saying that the Ku Klux Klan has been organized in this city.  
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Hundreds of Charlottesville’s leading business and professional men met around 

the tomb of Jefferson at the midnight hour one night last week and sealed the 

pledge of chivalry and patriotism with the deepest crimson of red American 

blood. It is said that the reorganization of the Klan is proceeding rapidly 

throughout the State, the South and the Nation (Blue Ribbon). 

Eerily resembling the torchlight protest of August 2017, these firsthand accounts reveal a 

dark past and the extent to which racism permeated and motivated Charlottesville’s 

influential citizenry. And upon reading further, any hopes I had that there might have 

been positive leadership from the University willing to stand up against this hatred were 

soon dashed. 

 That leadership came from Dr. Paul B. Barringer, who was a physiology professor 

and served as chairman of the faculty at the University of Virginia for eight years at the 

turn of the 20th Century. The chairman of the faculty was effectively the head of the 

college, there being no presidents in that era. Barringer’s Southern roots ran deep. His 

grandfather was a Confederate General and nephew to Gen. Stonewall Jackson. For all 

his work in science, Barringer’s perspectives on diversity were anything but fact-based. 

In a 1900 essay titled, The American Negro: His Past and Future, Dr. Barringer wrote 

“with the savage, however, there is no self-control, and dishonesty gives theft, anger 

gives murder, and desire rape. This state of being is pathognomonic of savagery; and the 

African fills the bill.” 

 So much for Jefferson’s instructions for the University he founded which read, 

“this institution will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind. For here we 
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are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any error so long as 

reason is left free to combat it.” 

 Dr. Barringer also spoke in Charleston, SC addressing “The Southern Negro” at a 

gathering of the Tri-State Medical Association. Among his remarks were the following 

words.  

By the time he is fully grown he is far from home and has almost forgotten the 

parents that gave him birth. He is a liar, a thief, a robber, gambler, perhaps 

murderer or highwayman, fearing neither God or man. This man is a unit of that 

dark cloud which overhangs the black belt of the South. Before another 

generation is allowed to arise, worse, as we must see, than the present, the people 

of the South must act. They must remove the negro from politics and give the 

ballot to him only when it can be given as a reward of progress and not as a 

weapon of revenge (Blue Ribbon). 

Lindsay’s and Barringer’s were the voices of power and privilege in the early twentieth 

century in Charlottesville. Not only did they speak hatred and animosity toward African 

Americans, these men draped themselves in all the symbols of the slave-owning South, 

and with attitudes of condescension, actively promoted the supremacy of whites and the 

disenfranchisement of those who weren’t. It is impossible then, under their banners of 

hate and monuments of white power, to give any credence to claims that the Lost Cause 

was about courage and honor. There is no courage nor honor in hating one’s fellow man 

nor seeking to strip him of the same rights you yourself demand. 
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“WELL, THAT’S JUST THE WAY IT WAS” 

I hear those words too often - words that excuse the cruel mistreatment of blacks by 

whites during the age of slavery on the basis that those were simply the prevailing 

institutions at the time. Put another way, slaveowners shouldn’t be held responsible 

because they didn’t know any better. When applied to scientific and technological 

advancement, this not knowing any better excuse has its merits. For example, it shouldn’t 

be held against the Roman Empire that they didn’t land the Apollo spacecraft on the 

moon. Humans take time to advance and we’ve needed Copernicus and Galileo and 

DaVinci and Pasteur and Tesla and so many others to help our species down the path of 

progress.  

 But there are fundamental concepts that humans have known and built institutions 

upon that predate modern science and aren’t in need of technological advancement. These 

principles teach us how to treat each other, to love others as ourselves, and constitute the 

cornerstone of almost all of the world’s religions. 

 So the problem isn’t that 19th Century slaveowners, nor subsequent generations 

who’ve adhered to the Lost Cause and white supremacy, didn’t know better. It’s that they 

chose not to acknowledge they knew better and instead conjured an entire social 

construction replete with fabricated science to justify their fictitious racial hierarchy that 

flies in the face of the very Christianity they proclaimed to practice. Theirs is clearcut 

hypocrisy, a contradiction identified in the words of twentieth century writer and pastor 

AW Tozer who said, “We cannot pray in love and live in hate and still think we are 

worshiping God.” 
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 In graduate school, I took a course on African American Literature. One of the 

books we read was Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, a memoir by Harriet Jacobs. In a 

chapter titled The Church and Slavery, Jacobs details the methods by which slaves were 

kept in check and slavery was justified through questionable interpretations of Christian 

scripture.  

 Reverend Pike, the presiding minister at the church Jacobs attended, quoted verse 

from Ephesians 6 in a sermon around which to justify his interpretation of the Bible’s call 

for obedience. “Servants”, declared Pike, “be obedient to them that are your masters”. 

This is one of many verses appropriated, and here abbreviated, by slaveowners to falsely 

justify their claim of power over slaves. Jacobs knew the subsequent verses that Pike 

omitted from the lesson; verses that revealed the full meaning of the text. Jacobs knew 

that Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, proceeded to clarify the demand for obedience 

“not by way of eye-service, as men pleasers, but as slaves of Christ” rendering “service 

as to the Lord and not to men.” 

 Though there are many excerpts from which to choose, two other passages are 

worth mentioning in the context of Christian malpractice. These Biblical passages are 

essential to the teachings of the Christian faith and were well-known by whites during 

and after the existence of slavery in the American South. The first, from the Book of 

Matthew, cites the words of Jesus himself. 

‘YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, 

AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.’ This is the 

great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE 
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YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’ On these two commandments depend the 

whole Law and the Prophets. Matthew 22:37-40 

 The second, from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, offers further guidance on how 

Christians are to adopt a Christ-like approach to loving our neighbors. 

You should have the same attitude toward one another that Christ Jesus had, who 

though he existed in the form of God did not regard equality with God as 

something to be grasped, but emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, by 

looking like other men, and by sharing in human nature. He humbled himself, by 

becoming obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross! Philippians 2:5-8 

I grew up in the buckle of the Bible Belt. And not that liturgical knowledge is exclusive 

to the South, but I can personally attest that Southerners, in general, have a strong 

awareness of these passages and what they mean. The difficult part is reconciling one’s 

Christian faith with the institution of slavery or any belief in white supremacy or 

preferences for segregation. The fact is it’s impossible. Painful as it is to acknowledge 

this conflict, Dr. John Ernest, the professor of that African American literature course, hit 

the nail on the head with his paraphrasing of Frederick Douglass: “the Christianity of the 

South was not the Christianity of Christ.” 

THE SCIENCE OF RACE  

Science and religion have often clashed in American history. There’s a longstanding 

theme of accepting one and denying the other depending on one’s purposes. The 1925 

Scopes trial in Tennessee, which pitted evolution against creationism, is a perfect 
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example. But, what science and religion teach about where we came from might run more 

parallel than we previously thought. While not exactly corroborating the story of Adam 

and Eve, science now offers compelling evidence of just how closely related all humans 

actually are.  

 National Geographic dedicated their April 2018 issue to the topic of race. In the 

featured article, Skin Deep, Elizabeth Kolbert delves into the science of race, how science 

was once misapplied and misused, and what DNA mapping tells us about the reality of all 

human origin. Kolbert begins the piece by exhuming the work of Dr. Samuel Morton, 

whom she cites as being “the father of scientific racism.” His work involved measuring 

the volume of brain cavities to justify that Caucasians were mentally superior to all other 

groups of humans. Morton determined that highest intelligence was borne solely of 

largest volume. His work coming “shortly before Charles Darwin put forth his theory of 

evolution and long before the discovery of DNA”, is indicative of Morton’s scientific 

limitations. His moral limitations are indisputable, too. Kolbert notes that “when Morton 

died in 1851, the Charleston Medical Journal in South Carolina praised him for ‘giving 

the negro his true position as an inferior race.’” However ill-founded and non-adhering to 

the scientific method Morton’s work was, it did serve as the very kind of “science” upon 

which Alexander Stephens based his “great truth that the negro is not equal to the white 

man.” 

 More than a century and a half of research and technological advancement has led 

to a vastly improved understanding of what human genes are comprised of and where we 

can trace our common ancestry. Kolbert quotes Craig Venter, a leader in the field of DNA 
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sequencing who said, “the concept of race has no genetic or scientific basis.” Explaining 

further, Kolbert writes that science has revealed “two deep truths” from recent genetic 

research. “The first is that all humans are all closely related… [and] the second: in a very 

real sense, all people alive today are Africans.” Thus Morton, and consequently Stephens, 

and Barringer, and all who subscribed Morton’s deeply flawed assertions have been 

proven wrong. We all, in fact, share a common ancestry. 

 The physical differences humans experience when we look at each other were 

caused by migrations to new environments, which required human bodies to adapt in 

order to survive. Skin color, hair color, quantity and size of sweat glands, are all traits that 

Kolbert reports evolved as humans left Africa and encountered other human species and 

different climates.  

 Specific to skin color, upon which we largely define our racial differences today, 

Kolbert writes, “much of the difference correlates with latitude. Near the Equator lots of 

sunlight makes dark skin a useful shield against ultraviolet radiation; toward the poles, 

where the problem is too little sun, paler skin promotes the production of Vitamin D.” 

What we have come to call race, visual distinctions meant to divide groups of humans for 

hierarchal purposes, “science today tells us … are accidents of history. They reflect how 

our ancestors dealt with sun exposure, and not much else.” Race then is a conjured 

distinction, not an actual one. 
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BEFORE WE TEAR EVERYTHING DOWN 

While many don’t want Lee’s statue removed, words written by the General himself 

suggest strongly that he would never have wanted a statue of himself raised in the first 

place. In an 1869 letter in which he declined to participate in ceremonial events at 

Gettysburg National Battlefield, Lee wrote, “I think it well, moreover, not to keep open 

the sores of war, but to follow the examples of those nations who endeavored to obliterate 

the marks of civil strife and to commit to oblivion the feelings it engendered.” It’s also 

worth noting that three years prior, Lee had declined to support fundraising efforts to 

build a statue commemorating Stonewall Jackson (Desjardins). 

 While Lee may never have wanted Confederate statues to ever go up, they did, 

and now some are coming down. But there are consequences to hasty removal. Dr. Gary 

Gallagher, now professor emeritus of history at the University of Virginia, shared some 

words of caution in the wake of razing statues in New Orleans, Baltimore, and soon 

Charlottesville. “Should all the monuments go,” Gallagher wrote, “the opportunity to 

draw lessons from a valuable interpretive resource regarding Charlottesville’s connection 

to the Civil War and the conflict’s long-term resonance will disappear. Absent potentially 

painful reminders of the past, the city’s history will appear to be simpler. Historical 

understanding and simplicity, alas, are seldom compatible.”  

 Gallagher’s prediction is a grim indication that that we Southerners have failed to 

fully learn from, much less confront our history and may be losing our last, best chance. 

Monuments or not, though, we still must address our societal divide and the factors that 

perpetuate it. To me those factors stem from the fact that so many of us, blind to our 
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privileges, let our passion to be right supersede patience and willingness to understand. 

We insist that life is a zero-sum game that we are determined to win. Rather than focus on 

growing the economic pie, we resign ourselves to fight over its pieces. We’re led to 

believe that we have something to lose, and that those we deem ‘others’ are the ones 

taking it from us. As a result, we inflict harm on those others, convinced incorrectly that 

we are any different at all.  

 The real danger isn’t so much the change and uncertainty that inevitably happen 

in life, it’s the manipulation and division achieved through fearmongering by those in 

power because they stand to profit by short selling the general welfare. Accepting these 

lies wholesale, we Southerners too often speak up, act, take a stand for something we’re 

told to believe in, but in so doing, we unwittingly cause damage to the very place on earth 

we hold dear and to the people we should call our neighbors. This, I believe, is the 

cosmic elegy Dr. King prophesied. 

 As T.H. White wrote in his novel, The Once and Future King, “you may see the 

world about you devastated by evil lunatics, or know your honor trampled in the sewers 

of baser minds. There is only one thing for it then — to learn.” Sometimes the lunatic is 

me; sometimes mine is the baser mind. The purpose here, then, has been to confront my 

own ancestry and to take a hard look at certain historical facts which demand 

understanding and cannot continue to be ignored. Then as now, alternative facts have at 

best perpetuated division and at least sowed hostility. We can no longer allow our 

remembrances to be selective nor seek differences over common ground. 
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 Not all Southerners are racists. And to some degree, Heritage not Hate is about 

looking for the good in something. As humans, we are all flawed and we are all guilty of 

harmful thoughts, words, and actions. There comes a point in time, however, when we 

either continue to cling to beliefs that we’ve accepted without question and remain 

divided along contentious lines—or we start to heal. The first step in reversing the 

pending cosmic elegy is to realize we may have had some stuff wrong. And we have to 

move our society back to a place where admitting a wrong is a strength, not a weakness. 

 That day in Charlottesville, Dr. Mason told me that over the course of his research, 

he encountered “so many writers [who] have talked about how white Americans have to 

be fearless in really looking at their history.” I’ve looked hard at my history, and not that 

Dr. Mason’s observation is incorrect, but I don’t know that writing this essay means I’m 

fearless. That I feel that way is probably because of the work Dr. Mason, Dr. Gallagher, 

and so many others have done to initiate constructive conversations on these subjects. 

Work that has made it easier for other voices, like mine, to join what’s hopefully a 

growing chorus.  

 For me, the greater fear was to carry on as if I never learned the truths I see so 

clearly now, and allow the cycle of falsehood to continue, a cycle I once helped 

perpetuate. I’ve wanted things to change, but have struggled to figure out how to 

contribute. And that’s because until now, I was going about it all wrong, a discovery 

aided by the words of the Persian poet, Rumi who wrote, “yesterday I was clever, so I 

wanted to change the world. Today, I am wise, so I’m changing myself.”  
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 I’ve had a lot of things wrong in my life, and plenty of work still remains, but I 

want to build on the good because there’s a lot of that out there, too. I’d like to see the 

South’s redeeming qualities, its hospitality, its attachment to place, and its spiritual 

centeredness help it evolve into a place of universal acceptance. Southerners know how 

to love and how to take care of their own. Our passions for food, music, and the richness 

of the land can help us see we all are part of that collective, and much more similar than 

different. The tired voices of an angry past shouldn’t spoil our hopeful future. Instead, 

remembering what caused the bloody wounds that stained the floorboards in 

Chickamauga, it’s time to heal the injuries of the past and choose humanity over hatred. 
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