Chapter 2

A WAR REMEMBERED, A WAR REUSED

The past is never dead. It’s not even past. *

Hollywood did not suddenly discover the Civil War - it was already firmly established in
American culture and memory. It ‘still exists,” says David Goldfield, ‘an event without
temporal boundaries, an interminable struggle that has generated perhaps as many
casualties since its alleged end in 1865 as during the four preceding years.’? Its deeds and
legacy have burned into popular consciousness, spawning great myths and inspiring a
range of popular culture from memoirs to plays, re-enactments to memorabilia, monuments
to novels, genealogy to poetry, painting and music. Hollywood took up the Civil War in its
earliest days and more films have been made about it than on any other historical event.

The continuing influence of the Civil War

Of the three significant and formative events in the history of the United States — the
landing of the Pilgrim Fathers (1620), the Declaration of Independence and the
Revolutionary war (1776-83) and the Civil War (1861-65) - it is the latter that still looms
across the American landscape. Thomas Pressly suggested an answer when he wrote that
the Civil War ‘seemed to involve questions which go to the very heart of national life: the
relationship between the national government and the states....the question of ‘majority
rule’ in a constitutional democracy....the role of the Negro in American life: the question
of what economic policies the national government should adopt.” * These are great issues,
but civil wars have another side, they evoke great emotions and great loyalties, especially

in the defeated side, which echo down the generations.

It is not only white Americans who look back to the Civil War and the issues that it raised
— of equality, national identity and race. African Americans also look to it to regain and
reaffirm their place in American history. In September 1996 African American re-enactors
marched along the same victory parade route in Washington D. C. as only white soldiers of
the Grand Army of the Republic had done in May 1865. Two years later the Spirit of
Freedom, designed by an African-American sculptor, was unveiled in the centre of a Wall

24



of Honor dedicated to, and listing, all the members of the United States Colored Troops -

including their white officers.”

Emotion inevitably produces distortion and the South, desperate to come to terms with the
consequences of a devastating defeat, occupation and emancipation, produced the myth of
the Lost Cause. The South, so the myth established, had fought to preserve states’ rights,
not to preserve slavery; it had fought for what it believed to be right; its soldiers had fought
bravely and honourably and were only finally overwhelmed by vastly superior forces; the
North had provoked, and then invaded, the South and destroyed its superior civilisation;
the slaves, with their limited abilities, had been generally happy and contented, well looked
after and received moral education and care in the most favourable paternalistic
environment; and Reconstruction was a courageous battle against the despoilers of
Southern values — the Yankees and the African Americans.® Around this myth the South
came together — it had not been united before, not even during the war — and in1877, after
regaining political power in the eleven secession states, the white political aristocracy was
left to nurture its traditions, establish new rites and to take charge of the memory of the
Civil War - or the “War Between the States’ as the South renamed it in 1898.°

By 1900 the memory of the Civil War for most white Americans had coalesced into one of
reconciliation and white supremacy. North and South had gradually come together as
veterans from both sides found common ground in reflecting on their experiences of a
bloody war of American against American. This reconciliation between the white North
and the white South was symbolised in the Spanish-American War of 1898, as the South
enthusiastically embraced the chance to demonstrate its prowess in war and loyalty to the
nation, and was cemented at the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg in 1913.
The emancipationist vision held by the African Americans was pushed into the background
of white consciousness. But it stayed with the former slaves in their memories and
memorials, to re-emerge with great force in the mid-twentieth century, to transform

America.’

It is the handing down of these memories that places the Civil War in the forefront of
American history. Memories are not only handed down formally through educational
institutions but informally as part of family history and community myths and tradition. In
the South, says David Goldfield, history is not learned, it is handed down and what was
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handed down was both gloriously heroic and burningly painful. It is always the painful
memories of suffering and loss that are carried deep in the psyche.? D. W. Griffith is not
alone in accepting the centrality of family memory in revisiting the past. Roy Rozenzweig
and David Thelen asked a sample of people about the role of the past in their lives. Most
people said that the past was both familial and concrete and cited stories told by family
members and instanced photographs that triggered memories. When they were asked who
was most trusted in speaking about the past, the answer given was grandparents, relatives
and eyewitnesses.”? With the oral tradition so strong as a mediator of the past it is little
wonder that the white South was able to maintain its myths of defeat and of a past glorious
age which it buttressed by the formal and informal institutions it developed. The last Civil
War veteran only died in 1959, while the centennial stimulated ordinary Americans to
research their family’s involvement in the war.'® Today there are numerous internet sites,

battle re-enactments and heritage centres to reaffirm and relive the past.'!

The Civil War occupies a unique place in American history. It was the last war fought on
American soil. It was characterised by a series of bloody battles that left over 620,000 dead
— more than all the casualties of all other wars fought by American soldiers put together -
and many thousands more wounded.*? There was scarcely a family in the North or South
that did not mourn dead soldiers or harbour disabled veterans.*® The major battles and
events - such as Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg - are burned into American myth and
history. Both sides, according to the myth, fought with great honour and bravery for causes
they both deemed to be right. To Bruce Catton, in 1958, this was patriotism at the highest
level: ordinary Americans teaching future Americans what patriotism is all about. The
Civil War became a place from which to measure the dimensions of almost everything that

happened in the United States since that time. * Robert Penn Warren declared that,

(t)he Civil War is, for the American imagination, the greatest single event in our
history. Without too much wrenching, it may, in fact, be said, to be American
history.” It was only with the Civil War that the ‘more perfect union’....... became a
reality, and we became a nation..... The Civil War became our only “felt
history.....It is an overwhelming and vital image of human, and national,
experience. ™

Thirty years later Shelby Foote concurred when he commented that

any understanding of this nation has to be based....on an understanding of the Civil
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War.....[it] defined us as to what we are, and it opened us to what we became, good
and bad...... this enormous catastrophe...... was the crossroads of our being.™

Alan Noble, observing how the Civil War tends to be defined in clichés, comments that
‘(t)hese images, each laden with emotion, are in our bones.”*” With these views, the Civil
War takes on a quasi-mystical experience. Out of the ashes of the conflict a new nation
was born. The Civil War therefore becomes the myth of rebirth - ironically echoed in Birth
with its overt racism — giving the nation the opportunity to return to its ideals.®

One of the major results of the war was to remake the United States into a truly “united’
nation. Instead of using the plural phrase ‘the United States are,” it could now be said that
‘the United States is.” ** While states’ rights remained embedded in the Constitution, and
would continue to be raised in the future in the dynamic tension of local versus national
powers and responsibilities, it would no longer be associated with secession. 2° Lincoln
had saved the Union and the Union was to become the nation. During the war Lincoln
increasingly referred to the ‘nation’, rather than just the ‘Union’, and to the future of that
nation as one of democratic and representative government.?* However his assassination
led to a different path than the one he had mapped out ‘with malice towards none and with

charity to all’ to bring the country back together again.?

The second major result of the war was that it settled the question of slavery. The
Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 and the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments (1865-69) abolished slavery, defined and guaranteed citizenship and the right
to vote to all citizens. However, apart from the short-lived Freedmen’s Bureau, the African
Americans were left in an increasingly racist environment.?® They were gradually isolated
and segregated from whites through the Jim Crow  laws enacted by the southern states,
which were given constitutional legitimacy by the Supreme Court in 1896. ° With the vast
majority of the former slaves remaining in the South, Northerners could slip away from the
‘problem’ of making equality a reality. The North had kept its word: freedom and
citizenship had been given to the slaves. If there were any problems arising from that then
it was a matter for the Southern states. Yet the unfinished business of the Civil War — “the
problem of the colour line’ - refused to go away.? Race and the Civil War were
inseparable and by the mid-twentieth century they presented an increasing challenge to

America’s domestic and foreign policies.
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The bitter legacy of resentment and hatred of white Southerners towards the Yankees, and
their culture of white supremacy and racism towards the African Americans, was brought
out forcefully in the 1950s and 1960s by the resurgence of the Civil Rights Movement,
which followed the Supreme Court’s judgement against segregated public schools in
1954.%" This produced a white backlash which was articulated at every level in southern
society through the establishment of White Citizens Councils, the re-emergence of the Ku
Klux Klan the reiteration of states’ rights and white supremacy, and the fears of
miscegenation. Then the Centennial celebrations of the Civil War (1961-65) provided the
opportunity to celebrate the Lost Cause in all its finery, bravery and romanticism. The
Confederate battle flag was hoisted over state capitols as a gesture of defiance against the
federal government’s support for desegregation and the descendants of the Confederacy
donned the ‘gray’ to re-enact their victory at the first battle of Bull Run in July 1961.
Although civil rights legislation was passed, the re-emergence of the Right, symbolised by
Nixon winning the presidential election in 1968, led to a period in which the process of
desegregation slowed down, then left to “benign neglect’ and finally stopped under Ronald
Reagan.? The liberal consensus had disintegrated, to be replaced by a neo-conservatism

increasingly supported by a more fundamentalist religious attitude to the issues of the day.

Towards the end of the 1990s there were heated campaigns in Mississippi, South Carolina
and Georgia as to whether the Confederate battle flag — the “southern cross’ — or its
incorporation into state flags should continue to be flown from state houses.?® Neo-
Confederate organisations took root. ** Whilst these and other similar groups are very
small they represent far more. In the elections of 2000 the Republican governor of South
Carolina was voted out of office because he had ‘abandoned the Lost Cause and called for
the [Confederate] flag’s removal,” while the Supreme Court in Virginia ruled, in 2001, that
a state law banning the burning of crosses was unconstitutional.** However the swing to
the right has not completely taken over as the new prosecutions of civil rights murderers,
who were cleared by all-white juries in the 1950s and 1960s, testifies.®* And in 2003 Trent
Lott, the leader of the Republicans in the senate, was forced to resign after he paid tribute
to Strom Thurmond, the one-time “Dixiecrat’ segregationist presidential candidate, as the
man that the country should have voted for in 1948.%
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The Civil War and popular culture

Just as the political landscape continuously references back to the Civil War so too has
popular culture used and reused the war.** Immediately after the war the South sought to
justify its defeat by inventing the Confederate tradition around the myth of the Lost Cause.
This helped to explain to nineteenth century Southerners how and why they lost and helped
them to cope with the cultural implications of defeat.*> Southerners also found other ways
of dealing with their loss through Confederate Memorial Days and erecting statues and
memorials to remember and honour the Confederate dead. Confederate veterans met in
local ‘survivors’ associations” and formed a ‘national’ organisation in 1889 - the United
Confederate Veterans (UCV).*® The UCV had support organisations — the United
Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) founded in 1894 and the United Sons of Confederate
Veterans (USCV) founded in1896 — which were dedicated to ensure that the Confederate
tradition would live on, as well as the magazine, the Confederate Veteran, established in
1893.%

What developed in the South in the years following the Civil War was a new culture that
embraced all levels of white society in its attempt to control both the past and the future.
As the historian Ray Browne says, ‘(p)opular culture is the way of life in which and by
which most people in a society live.....It is the every day world around us.....It is the way
of living we inherit, practice and modify as we please.....it is the dreams we dream while

asleep.”® Jim Cullen comments that the

power of popular culture is to offer large numbers of people explanations of why things
are the way things are — and what, if anything can be done about it. Infuse this power
with history — explanations of how things came to be the way they are — and you have a
potent agent for influencing the thinking, and thus the actions, of millions of people....
Popular culture has played a critical role .....[in] remembering the Civil War.*

The way the South established a memory of the Civil War shows how collective memory
can be moulded and the past distorted. Southerners realised that the right education was
essential for the Confederate memory to continue. The UCV and the UDC established
historical committees to promote a ‘proper’ appreciation of the war by establishing a ‘true’
history and to see that children were taught only a Southern understanding of the war.*
The UCV also proposed that the term “Rebel” should no longer be used and the Civil War

called ‘“The War Between the States.’
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The North was equally guilty of distortion.** To the South’s “alibi’ of the Lost Cause the
North took the high ground of the “Treasury of Virtue,” waving the ‘bloody shirt’ at each
election, forgetting their changes of policy from saving the Union to a gradual freeing of
the slaves through military necessity.*? The North had also established a popular culture of
Memorial Days, veterans associations - the Grand Army of the Republic - and memoirs —
especially those of Sherman (1875) and Grant (1884) - reminiscences and monuments to
the dead.*® Military reminiscences became popular: The Philadelphia Weekly Times
published a series of articles from March 1877 by former Union and Confederate soldiers
and civilians; while the Century magazine’s ‘Century War Series’, 1884-87 was published
as Battles and Leaders of the Civil War in 1887.* The editors of the Century wished to
engender ‘no passions or prejudices of the war, and wanted articles that demonstrated

‘sacrifice, resourcefulness, bravery.”*®

It was not until the late 1870s that the Civil War theme was taken up by novelists with the
emphasis upon reconciliation, usually through marriage.*® Novels of the 1880s, writes
Nina Silber, were dripping with sentimentality and devoted to reunion. Many had a
plantation theme and sold well.*” By the 1890s the Civil War theme came to dominate the
theatre.*> The novels and plays showed that the planter aristocracy fascinated northerners
as well as southerners, by the ‘drama of failure, economic deprivation and finally
redemption with northern assistance.’ It also showed that the North, which had ultimately
fought a devastating war to free the slaves, had accepted the South’s racial codes. In play
after play the African Americans were portrayed as loyal and devoted servants to their
Confederate masters.*® So acceptable had this portrayal become, that Southern racist
novels, such as Thomas Nelson Page’s Red Rock (1898) and Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s The
Leopard’s Spots (1902) and The Clansman (1905) became best sellers.>® Only in Steven
Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895) is the war treated in a more realistic way. But
the book is devoid of ideology and any discussion of causes. After World War | the interest
of novelists in the Civil War lapsed until the late 1920s when major novels began to appear
at regular intervals.>* Many were later made into films and, in the last decades of the

twentieth century, into television films.>2

For most Americans the memory of the Civil War was the memory of the battles and
Gettysburg became the war’s symbolic representation. It was the ‘sacred ground’ of
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memory,® the place where Union and Confederate veterans could celebrate “a joint and
precious heritage.” Due to the bravery and heroism shown by both sides, committed as they
were to strong, heartfelt principles, Gettysburg became an ‘American’ victory in which no
side lost. It also became a memory of whiteness, as African Americans were barred from
the Decoration Day procession from 1869.%* At the fiftieth anniversary ‘(o)nly obscure
references exist of any black veterans...[although] numerous black men worked as camp

labourers.' *°

Gettysburg continued to be celebrated. The seventy-fifth anniversary (1938), the last one at
which the ‘Blue and the Gray’ came together, was overshadowed by the threat of war in
Europe. The centennial in 1963 was overshadowed by the civil rights struggle. However, at
the one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary (1988) the landscape of memory had
changed. War was no longer an act for brave, honourable and principled men to fight great
causes but an act of political decision in a global power game. America had suffered a
psychological, if not a military, defeat in Vietnam. The Civil Rights Movement had altered
forever many of the beliefs and institutions that had existed even twenty-five years before.
The theme in 1988 was “Peace Eternal in a World United’ — giving the celebration ‘an
inter-racial and international flavour.”*® The following year the film Glory was released -
the first, and only, film so far to place African Americans fighting in the Civil War at the

centre of the narrative.®’

The “desire to connect to history’ became increasingly significant in the second half of the
twentieth century.®® In the 1950s a Civil War sub-culture emerged with the establishment
of round tables, the collection of memorabilia and re-enactments.> This interest was
accelerated by the coming centennial celebrations, which, following Brown, southerners
used to protest against the perceived threats to their culture and way of life. The
celebrations became an opportunity to display the superiority of the Old South — in cultural

activities and displays and in battlefield re-enactments.

Re-enactments were started by the veteran organisations in the nineteenth century but a
century later they took on the mantle of “living history’ satisfying a curiosity about, and a
need to connect to, the past. Interest waned in re-enacting after the Centennial, which
coincided with the passing of the Civil Rights legislation and the divisive Vietnam War,
but picked up again in the 1980s as America recovered its sense of authority under the
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ultra-conservative President Reagan. Realism now became the central theme. Re-enactors
research their roles in great depth wanting to experience ‘living history” and have little
interest in the causes and consequences of the war.®® The same is true with living history
museums where the past is filtered by nostalgia through sanitised recreations of Ante
Bellum society and authenticity replaces criticism. The Civil War became just the
battlefields where women and race were barely mentioned. The Mississippi Division of
Tourism Department, for example, only mentions race in the context of loyal ‘former
slaves who fought for the Confederacy.” However, the commercial possibilities of
inclusion are now being exploited. ®* Disney’s new theme park on American history
emphasises racial and ethnic minorities, slavery and industrial exploitation.®? In the last

few years even Civil Rights venues are becoming part of heritage. ®

Supporting and feeding this interest in the Civil War are a number of popular and
professional magazines,® discussion groups such as the Abraham Lincoln Association,
and a large number of internet sites devoted to the Civil War. However many of the sites
are pro-Confederate ranging from individuals to established organisations such as the
SCV. In an age that increasingly acknowledges the emancipationist vision of the Civil War
the SCV unashamedly follows the Lost Cause myth and is dedicated to ‘insuring that a true
history (emphasis added) of the 1861-1865 period is preserved.” The ‘peculiar institution’
of slavery is not mentioned.®® The attitude of the SCV may be single-focused and against
the gathering mainstream approach to America’s past but is it so very far away from the
greatest influence in popular culture in its memory and representation of the Civil War,
Hollywood and increasingly, since the 1970s, television?

Hollywood and the Civil War

Hollywood picked up and developed its interest in the Civil War from the popular culture
of the 1900s. Newsreels of veteran commemorative meetings and ceremonies had been
captured on film from 1896 and proved very popular. Story or feature films based on the
Civil War began in 1908 and were produced almost every year until the mid-1970s with
the majority occurring during four cycles - 1908-17, 1934-42, 1946-58 and 1964-72. As
Hollywood’s vision of the Civil War became integrated into popular culture so the memory

of the Civil War became Hollywood’s memory.
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Despite being a new medium Hollywood did not adopt a different approach in representing
the Civil War but drew upon the images present in other forms of popular culture. What
Hollywood did, however, was to redefine it in moving images and sell it to a new mass
audience — the working class communities and the new immigrants in the cities. These
images were repeated in hundreds of films until the image of the Civil War was
Hollywood’s image. While the first films had taken a Northern view, by 1911 two-thirds
took a Southern perspective with slavery shown as a benign system and African Americans
— normally white actors in black face — confined to the background as loyal servants.®® The
Civil War was a white war with, generally, a happy ending of reconciliation through

marriage — the “family’ (America) reunited again.

Hollywood’s early focus on the Civil War showed the nascent industry how American
history could be used for entertainment. It was stimulated by the growing interest in the
coming semi-centennial, which Congress agreed to celebrate with a special ceremony to
commemorate the Battle of Gettysburg. America looked positively to this ‘Peace Jubilee’
and filmmakers saw a great business opportunity to participate in the national
celebrations.®” In the years up to America’s entry into World War | in 1917, Civil War
films became a major genre peaking in 1913 to coincide with the celebrations at
Gettysburg. (See Appendices 1 and 5.)

Civil War films were successful because they satisfied the interests of the producers,
exhibitors, leaders of society and the audience. The producers, who were mainly white
Anglo-Saxon Protestants, and the exhibitors, who came mainly from a variety of
entrepreneurial and immigrant backgrounds, shared the same objectives.?® They wanted to
retain control of the industry, fight off the European competition, displace their main
leisure competitor, vaudeville, and attract the middle classes.®® They also shared the same
objectives as the religious and political leaders of society, the Progressives, who wanted a
safe and controlled leisure industry, which would also provide moral up-lift and education
for the immigrant and working class communities. After the compromise agreement over
censorship in 1909, film content began to change to exhibit more wholesome American
values. Civil War films based on family, duty, honour, sacrifice and patriotism with
eventual reconciliation and unity provided an appropriate counter to the more risqué
European films. Because they depicted American history it was felt that they would attract

the middle classes as well as giving the new immigrants an understanding of America.”
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The producers knew that audiences were fascinated by war, as they had shown
‘tremendous interest” in the siege of Port Arthur in the Russo-Japanese War of 1905-6.7% In
1908 Burton Albee visited a large number of Nickelodeons and found out that what the
public wanted was ‘action, pathos, patriotism’ — but only if there ‘were battles, uniforms
and fighting — and love stories with happy endings.’”® Civil War films had these in plenty.
The story lines were far more accessible to the immigrant and working class communities
who, it was felt, would be unable to ‘recognise the narrative events of a classic tale, work

of literature, a popular play, a familiar myth unless they were in some way explained.””

The second cycle of Civil War films appeared in the mid-1930s. The experience of the
Depression had altered public attitudes and Hollywood had produced films that challenged
traditional values by calling ‘into question sexual propriety, social decorum and the
institutions of law and order.”” However, with Roosevelt’s election America’s mood
changed and Hollywood returned to its Civil War myths, steeped in nostalgia and stressing
unity, family, reconciliation and a determination to overcome adversity. The films were
safe conveyors of America’s moral values as Hollywood clamped down on sex and
violence through the strict implementation of the industry’s Production Code. As the 1930s
ended with war in Europe, Gone with the Wind (1939) became the defining, and most
successful, film of the Civil War. But the political and social environment was changing
and, whilst the film retold the war and Reconstruction from a southern perspective, there

were indications of change in its representation and presentation of the issues.

World War Il changed attitudes to race and more African Americans appeared in
significant roles as Hollywood yielded to the continual pressure from the civil rights
movement.’® After the war Hollywood produced message pictures attacking racial
prejudice and anti-Semitism. Civil War films began to reflect this change through
expressions of equality and a change in the representation of African Americans. However,
under the intense pressure of anti-communism even indirect criticism came to be seen as an
attack on America. African Americans disappeared from Civil War films as they reverted
to narratives of personal, North-South conflict either during the war or in post-war
westerns. Unity and reconciliation often came as North and South joined together to fight
against uncivilised forces — represented by the Native Americans. The future had to be won

on the screen, as the Cold War had to be won in the present.
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From the late 1940s Hollywood was under pressure from internal and external forces,
which ultimately changed the industry but also influenced the films it produced. Externally
there were the intertwining pressures of the Cold War and the Civil Rights Movement:
internally there was the challenge of television, declining audiences,’” the loss of control
over exhibition’® and the increasing costs of production. Hollywood turned to the western,

and especially the Civil War western, to offset its losses.

In the mid-1950s the changes in the political agenda following Brown, and the ending of
the more virulent aspects of anti-communism, emboldened Hollywood to resume
addressing issues of race and national identity in Civil War films. But the increasing unrest
in the South over civil rights and the failure of high profile Civil War films " created
uncertainty, which even the Centennial celebrations could not resolve. Faced by the
prospect of showing Civil War conflict on the screen with civil rights conflict on the streets
Hollywood turned away from the Civil War and the celebrations to less controversial and

more patriotic subjects.

Hollywood returned to the Civil War after John F. Kennedy committed himself to civil
rights legislation in 1963. The Civil Rights Movement was now legitimised in the face of
the South’s brutal reaction to desegregation. Hollywood returned to where it was ten years
earlier promoting a better understanding of race relations and national identity. The Civil
Rights Movement had achieved the breakthrough that Allen and Gomery suggested had
happened twenty years before. African Americans appeared in positive roles, freeing the
slaves was now an accepted war aim, black male/white female attraction a possibility and
far more Southerners than Northerners became the villains. However, the escalating war in
Vietnam and continuing social unrest at home altered the contours once again. Civil War
films became a vehicle to explore the nature of the war in Vietnam and the issues it raised
at home. There were few winners in this new environment with films ending in violence,

without unity or reconciliation, reflecting the social unrest in America.

After America’s retreat from Vietnam in the early 1970s the Civil War themes of
reconciliation and unity for the future of America were no longer relevant. The liberal
coalition had been destroyed in the late 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement had splintered
and radicals sought individual solutions in alternative lifestyles and the recognition of
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minority interests. The Civil War faded from Hollywood’s agenda. In the last quarter of
the twentieth century only eleven Civil War films were produced (see Appendix 7).
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