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Images of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s made deep 

impressions on me when I was growing up in New York State. I remember 

seeing television coverage of the integration of Little Rock Central High 

School, which interrupted my mother’s daily appointment with American 

Bandstand. The Birmingham demonstrations, the March on Washington, the 

bombing of Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, the murders of James Chaney, 

Michael Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman, and the Selma- Montgomery 

March were all lodged in my mind, often through photographs that appeared 

in Life magazine. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated while I was in 

college.

Thirty years later, as I traveled across the South for research, I visited the 

sites of the events that I recalled so vividly from my childhood. What I usually 

discovered, particularly at urban sites, was that the landscapes in which the 

dramatic scenes took place had been eradicated by urban renewal and re-

placed by monuments that recorded, in an abstract and context- free manner, 

those historic moments. The civil rights movement of the mid- twentieth cen-

tury was a campaign to erase the legal and social structures that created the 

New South sixty to seventy years earlier, and they took place in a New South 

landscape that had itself been erased by the end of the twentieth century.

This absence prompted me to think about the monuments and their role 

in creating a New New South. That, not the civil rights movement itself, is the 

subject of this book. Simply put, I argue that the monuments are less about 

remembering the movement than they are about asserting the presence of 

black Americans in contemporary Southern society and politics. Despite 

claims that the South has transcended racial differences, they remain open 

sores. The construction of monuments to the civil rights movement and to 

African American history more generally frequently exposes those sores to 

view. Monument builders must contend not only with varied interpretations 

of African American history but with the continuing dominance of white 
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supremacy, both in its traditional forms and in the subtler, more modern 

assumption that such monuments must meet white approval and that 

whites are neutral arbiters of what is fair and truthful in such memorials. 

What Can and Can’t Be Said explores the contentious origins of a number 

of these Southern memorials, as well as of the national memorial to Martin 

Luther King Jr. in Washington, DC, as well as examining their context—

memorials to white supremacists of the past that are still cherished by many 

Southern whites.
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1

[Southerners] want the New South, but the old Negro.

—RAY STANNARD BAKER, FOLLOWING THE COLOR LINE, 1908

In the spring of 1999 twenty members of Congress traveled to Alabama to 

visit sites and monuments associated with the civil rights movement of the 

1950s and 1960s. Georgia representative John Lewis, a renowned veteran of 

the movement, had asked members of Congress of both parties to join him 

on the pilgrimage to inspire them with the “spirit of the movement that 

transformed the law and to start them talking together about race and rec-

onciliation.”1

Lewis’s tour belonged to a remarkable process of rethinking and reinter-

preting the cataclysmic events of the 1950s and 1960s and their implications 

for the present- day United States, a process that shows little sign of slowing 

since it began in the late 1970s. One fi nds counterparts of the congressional 

visit in tours offered to high schoolers, university alumnae, academics, and 

fraternal organizations. A more somber manifestation of the process can be 

seen in the trials of men accused of complicity in the Southern racial murders 

of the 1950s and 1960s. In 2006, the Federal Bureau of Investigation began its 

Civil Rights Cold Case Initiative, undertaken to investigate nearly one hun-

dred cold- case killings in the knowledge that, as with the perpetrators of the 

Holocaust, the time for personal accountability is rapidly passing.2

As trial after trial has resulted in the convictions of aged white men, pub-

lic commentators have used the occasion to emphasize that the South and 

the nation have changed, that a sordid chapter in American history has been 

closed with the imprisonment of those with blood on their hands. The corol-

lary, sometimes explicitly stated but more often implied, is that race is no lon-

ger a signifi cant element of American life. In the face of strong evidence to 

the contrary, the conservative majority of the United States Supreme Court 
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2 I N T R O D U C T I O N

endorsed this rosy view in its 2013 decision striking down a key provision of 

the 1965 Voting Rights Act. To invoke racial injustice now is to demand spe-

cial rights, to play the race card, to “go back and bring up the old problems,” 

and to stir up “a simmering pot of hate,” in the words of James McIntyre, an 

attorney who defended Ku Klux Klansman Edgar Ray Killen in his 1967 and 

2005 trials for the murder of three civil rights workers in Neshoba County, 

Mississippi, in 1964.3

The Lewis tour, the FBI cold case trials, and the Supreme Court’s decision 

mark a new stage in a struggle to defi ne the civil rights movement’s legacy. 

Even as politicians, museum curators, and fi lmmakers increasingly celebrate 

the goals and results of the movement, a new generation of scholars is reas-

sessing the civil rights era unsentimentally, offering complex and not always 

fl attering accounts of the motives and actions of its dominant fi gures. The 

proliferation of civil rights monuments in the past three decades is an impor-

tant part of this reconsideration. Not only do they commemorate key events 

of twentieth- century America’s defining moral drama, but they publicly 

articulate defi nitions of Southern society and the South’s place in the twenty- 

fi rst- century nation that have been arduously hammered out in local com-

munities. The focus of monument building in the South, meaning for 

our purposes the states of the former Confederacy, has expanded from com-

memorating the “classic” or “modern” civil rights movement—the years 

between 1954 and 1968—to depicting the long history of black Southerners 

and their place in the region’s life. With few exceptions these memorials 

depict a South purged of its troubled racial past and ready to compete in 

the new global economy. Yet it was rarely the intention of those who con-

ceived these monuments to present such a whiggish interpretation. Most 

wanted a franker view of the past and sometimes a more open- ended inter-

pretation of the present. Why they failed to achieve these goals is one of the 

subjects of this book.4

As these monuments have been contested city by city, state by state, the 

nature of the works themselves has changed in a way that makes it possible 

to trace three broad, overlapping periods of memorial construction. Monu-

ments of the initial period commemorate leaders of the movement. They 

tend to be of two sorts. Many of the earliest are vernacular monuments bor-

rowed from the private funereal tradition, such as that erected to the civil 

rights workers James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman, for 

whose deaths Killen was tried, at Mount Nebo Missionary Baptist Church in 

Philadelphia, Mississippi. It is an ordinary granite gravestone, inscribed much 
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as a private grave marker might be. The monu-

ment, one of the earliest of the civil rights 

memorials, even has sepia medallions carrying 

the three men’s photographs, a common fea-

ture in twentieth- century Southern cemeteries 

(fi g. 1). Like the Mount Nebo memorial, most 

vernacular monuments are stock commercial 

grave markers, but even some purpose- made 

stones follow funereal conventions.5 The tall 

gray granite marker erected by the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference’s female 

wing, the SCLC Women, near the site of Viola 

Liuzzo’s 1965 murder in Lowndes County, Ala-

bama, has the Gothic pointed- arch shape com-

mon on nineteenth- century gravestones, inset with a pink marble rose that 

recalls the inscribed tributes and physical offerings one fi nds in most ceme-

teries (fi g. 2).

A second, more conventional type of memorial erected in the fi rst period 

was what I call the great leader monument. These represent the movement 

through honoring prominent men—almost always men, and usually the 

Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. Such standing fi gures or busts fi t squarely 

into an international nineteenth- century tradition created to honor the he-

roes of bourgeois republics.6 They single out otherwise ordinary men as mod-

els of achievement in democratic societies. Often, as in the fi gure of Medgar 

Evers (Thomas Jay Warren, 1991) erected near Evers’s home in Jackson, Mis-

sissippi, only the pedestal separates the fi gure from its witnesses. In his dress, 

scale, and demeanor, Evers could stand unnoticed in a crowd of onlookers. In 

Raleigh, North Carolina, Martin Luther King Jr. (Abbe Godwin, 1989–91) 

stands directly on the ground, but his somewhat- larger- than- life- size scale 

differentiates him from visitors (fi g. 3). Clad in his clerical robes, which seem 

to be twisted around his legs by the passing traffi c on a suburban road, King’s 

preacher’s gestures strikingly evoke the Buddhist mudras (hand positions) for 

peace, charity, and dispelling fear.

Around 1989, the beginning of a second phase of monument building, 

which we might label that of populist memorials, was marked, though not nec-

essarily inaugurated, by the dedication of the Civil Rights Memorial (Maya Lin, 

1989) in Montgomery, Alabama (fi g. 4). Commissioned by the Southern Pover-

ty Law Center and attached to its (former) offi ce building, Lin’s monument also 

Fig. 1. Memorial to murdered civil rights 
workers James Chaney, Michael 
Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman (1976), 
Mount Nebo Missionary Baptist Church, 
Philadelphia, Mississippi. The memorial 
was decorated for the forty- fi rst 
anniversary of killings, which had been 
observed the day before the photograph 
was taken. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Fig. 2. Viola Liuzzo memorial (1991), Lowndes County, Alabama. Photo: Dell Upton.

belongs to the tradition of private funerary monuments. On the fl at base of an 

inverted black marble cone, the names of forty men, women, and children who 

“lost their lives in the struggle for freedom” radiate from the center “like the 

hands of a clock” (fi g. 5). They are arranged in chronological order of their death. 

Inscriptions recording the dates of the landmark case Brown v. Board of Educa-

tion and the assassination of Dr. King, as well as other texts that tally promi-

nent demonstrations, court decisions, and national legislation, are interspersed 

among the victims’ names. By mixing famous names with obscure ones, Lin’s 

monument exemplifi es a new emphasis on rank- and- fi le participants in the 

movement that parallels a shift in civil rights historiography away from lead-

ers and national movements toward “local people” and everyday organizing 

against and resistance to racial oppression.7 Equally important, its creation co-

incided with a growing demand by former participants for recognition of all 

who contributed to the struggle. This in turn can be seen as one instance of the 



Fig. 3. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Abbe Godwin, 1989–91), Raleigh, North Carolina. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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growing reluctance of Americans to settle for metaphorical representation of 

the participants in any major event by iconic, allegorical, or representative fi g-

ures (fi g. 6).

The civil rights campaigns of the 1950s and 1960s are now almost 

universally celebrated. Even the Trent Lotts and the Haley Barbours of the 

political world give them lip service. Yet the nature, the signifi cance, and 

the outcome of these campaigns are by no means settled, and they remain 

the subject of covert and indirect debate outside offi cial public discourse. 

Precisely because the civil rights movement is now sacrosanct and must be 

discussed in hushed and reverent tones, the varied interpretations of 

the black freedom struggle have increasingly come to be argued through the 

medium of African American history in general, which constitutes the third 

period of monument building.8

The periodization I have suggested refers to the initial appearance of cer-

tain kinds of memorials. They are supplemented, rather than supplanted, by 

subsequent kinds. It is also the case that this developmental trajectory is 

Fig. 4. Civil Rights Memorial (Maya Lin, 1989), Southern Poverty Law Center, Montgomery, 
Alabama. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Fig. 5. Civil Rights Memorial. Detail of inscription. Photo: Dell Upton.

restricted to the South. In other parts of the country, memorialization has not 

proceeded beyond the Martin Luther King Jr. monument phase. This is a 

result both of the whitening of King that we will encounter in our examina-

tion of the new King memorial in Washington, DC, and of the mistaken belief 

that civil rights is strictly a Southern issue. Where Southerners have confront-

ed, however evasively and contentiously, the implications of racial inequality 

for their society, other Americans have yet to do so. King statues are unthreat-

ening and demand no uncomfortable thought.9

As the Southern monuments have evolved, their makers have continually 

confronted a central question: What can and can’t be said in this medium? 

By this I mean, fi rst, what is it possible to say using the inherited visual con-

ventions of the Western monumental tradition that most monument build-

ers prefer? Second, what is permitted to be said in contemporary American 

public discourse?

What is it possible to say? A monument is a very special kind of object. It 

has to present its case in a compacted manner, pressing familiar images and 



Fig. 6. Testament (John and Cathy Deering, 2005), Little Rock, Arkansas. Memorial to the 
Little Rock Nine, who integrated Little Rock Central High School in 1957. Photo: Dell Upton.
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metaphors into its service. Such conventional imagery is necessary for monu-

ments to be legible to a broad public. Equestrian monuments, for example, 

date back to antiquity in the West. Since horses were the economic and sump-

tuary prerogative of political and military elites, to show a man mounted on a 

horse is to suggest the command that he wields, the animal power of the horse 

and the imposing mass of horse and man together conveying an impression 

of majesty. The equestrian monument was a favored conventional form for 

representing political and particularly military greatness well into the twen-

tieth century. Confronted with a statue of a man on a horse we understand, 

without knowing anything in particular about the subject, that he is probably 

a general or a king and probably not a scientist, a teacher, a cleric, or a woman.

Similarly, Maya Lin’s renowned Vietnam Veterans Memorial of 1982 

fashioned a contemporary monumental idiom out of the raw materials 

of disparate public and private commemorative practices (fi g. 7). The use of 

Fig. 7. Vietnam Veterans Memorial (Maya Lin, 1982), Washington, DC. Photo: Dell Upton.
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polished black granite and somber inscriptions was familiar in upscale cem-

eteries before being adapted for this war memorial, and the often- noted 

emotional power of the long list of the names of the dead, required by the 

competition program, has been familiar to Americans since the Civil War. 

Where equestrian monuments rely on scale—their sheer mass and their sep-

aration from the viewer by a tall pedestal—to convey extraordinary power of 

an abstracted sort, name- laden memorials to both war dead and ordinary 

deaths convey the specifi city of loss and, in the case of war memorials, the 

magnitude of sacrifi ce through multiplicity.

Civil rights and African American history monuments, from aesthetically 

ambitious ones such as Lin’s Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery to 

the ordinary vernacular markers erected by churches and local organizations 

across the South, derive their power from these same Euro- American tradi-

tions of funerary and public monument building. In doing so, they raise 

important questions about their suitability as visual representations of the 

black liberation struggle.

It is not an accident that, excepting the ubiquitous memorials to Martin 

Luther King Jr., most civil rights memorials stand in Alabama, Georgia, and 

other places where the great, telegenic mass demonstrations were held, rath-

er than in, say, Mississippi, the scene of quieter, less visible efforts and of more 

sinister, more random, and less restrained violence. Similarly there are fewer 

in states around the periphery of the Deep South, from Maryland to Texas to 

Florida, where efforts were more local and less widely known. Another way 

to put it is that they tend to be found in what has been seen to be the domain 

of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a hierarchical, male- 

dominated, publicity- oriented organization whose women’s branch, the SCLC 

Women, has sponsored many of the monuments in the SCLC’s home territo-

ry. There are fewer in the areas worked most assiduously by the more radical, 

grass- roots- oriented Student Non- Violent Coordinating Committee or of 

older organizations such as the Congress of Racial Equality and the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Monuments in those 

areas tend to be locally sponsored and more modest in size and visual effect.

Remember that these monuments celebrate a social movement in which 

dramatic incidents such as those in Philadelphia, Mississippi, or Birmingham 

and Selma, Alabama, were anomalies. We understand increasingly that in 

most places, for most of the time, the freedom struggle was a social move-

ment carried out through mundane, repetitive, distinctly nonphotogenic 

(however emotionally fraught and often dangerous) activities such as voter 
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registration, school teaching, and the refusal to 

observe the everyday protocols of segrega-

tion—the small indignities that in South Africa 

were lumped under the heading of “petit apart-

heid” (restriction of interpersonal encounters, 

as opposed to “grand apartheid,” or racial sort-

ing at the level of entire cities and of the nation 

itself). These kinds of antiracist actions were 

carried on long before and long after the dra-

matic, nationally reported events of the mid- 

1950s to the late 1960s. They involved women at least as often as men. They 

may be the closest the United States has ever come to a truly democratic 

movement.

Although monuments celebrate a movement that was, for most partici-

pants most of the time, ethically nonviolent and nonresistant, their makers 

draw almost instinctively on the visual forms and metaphors of war memo-

rials. Action monuments, such as Ronald Scott McDowell’s Dogs (1995–96; 

also known as the Foot Soldier Monument) in Kelly Ingram Park, Birming-

ham, resemble the images of hand- to- hand combat found in some Civil War 

memorials and in some of the modern war memorials erected in reaction 

against Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial (fi g. 8 and see fi g. 31). Dogs’s inscrip-

tion, signed by then- mayor Richard Arrington Jr., refers to the youthful 

Birmingham marchers as “foot soldiers,” a term quickly adopted by former 

rank- and- fi le demonstrators elsewhere. And Lin’s use of the materials and 

formal language for which she had become famous in the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial roots her Montgomery Civil Rights Memorial in the modern war 

memorial tradition that she did so much to shape. The emulation of Lin’s vo-

cabulary in lesser known works such as Raleigh’s Civil Rights Monument 

(Horace Farlow, 1996–97), which is part of the same complex that includes 

Godwin’s Martin Luther King Jr. and which borrows Lin’s black marble and 

plain lettering, roots the civil rights memorial landscape even more deeply in 

the war memorial lexicon.

It is easy to understand why metaphors of war might be selected for 

these monuments and their many cousins. Compared to the long history of 

antiblack violence that has characterized American history from its begin-

ning, the more theatrical, more photogenic violence of the 1950s and 1960s 

was recorded, distilled, and intensified on television along with similar 

scenes of violence in Southeast Asia. And to many of those on the ground, it 

Fig. 8. Korean War Memorial (Russ Faxon, 
1992), Nashville, Tennessee. Photo: Dell 
Upton.
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seemed like warfare. One movement veteran, Mack Freeman, related that 

during the voter registration drives in Jacksonville, Florida, in the 1960s, “Just 

like in battle, if you missed the rallying point, you had to fi gure out how to 

stay alive until someone could come to get you the next day. . . . It was a war. 

Men and women were killed. They were shot down.”10

In addition, the military metaphor resonates in a militaristic society such 

as the contemporary United States, where many citizens believe that to die in 

battle is the highest patriotic act and that any military action, however sordid, 

is a defense of “freedom.” This awe of death in the line of military duty is in turn 

reinforced by the traditional Christian veneration of martyrdom, whose ico-

nography war memorials often appropriate. In contemporary war and civil 

rights memorials, as in religious belief, martyrdom is an act of legitimation. The 

self- sacrifi ce of the martyr imbues religious and political claims with a self- 

evident truth that makes any questioning of the act or of the cause that it sup-

ported illegitimate, even sacrilegious. The Vietnam Women’s Memorial (Glen-

na Goodacre, 1993), a supplement to Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial that 

consciously echoes the Pietà format, likening the fallen soldier to Christ and his 

nurse to the Virgin Mary, is among the most explicit invocations of Christian 

themes of sacrifi ce and redemption in the service of politics. The monument to 

the students murdered by police at Jackson State College (now University) in 

1970—the “martyrs” of May 14—makes the 

same claim more simply, using an inscription 

on an ordinary gravestone (fi g. 9). Martyrdom is, 

moreover, a sign of worthiness, and since the 

Civil War African Americans have hoped that 

military service would demonstrate to white 

America their fi tness for full citizenship.

Nevertheless, other aspects of the war 

metaphor are puzzling. Behind the rhetoric of 

military sacrifi ce lies the reality of combat: the 

military dead gave their lives, but they also 

took those of others. And whereas soldiers act 

with the aid of, and in service of, the state, civil 

rights demonstrators challenged the state 

to live up to its professed values. In the process, 

they faced violence that was often state- 

sanctioned and sometimes state- instigated. 

Thus violent civil rights confl icts seemed more 

Fig. 9. Memorial to the Jackson State 
martyrs of May 1970 (ca. 1971), Jackson 
State University, Jackson, Mississippi. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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like European pogroms or the 1989 confrontation in Tiananmen Square, 

Beijing, than like battles between two armies.

Last, war memorials indict the depredations and celebrate the defeat of 

specifi c enemies: the Union, the Confederacy, the Axis Powers. The civil rights 

“war,” as far as nearly every memorial except those in Birmingham is con-

cerned, was a war without an enemy, or more accurately a war with an enemy 

who still cannot be openly named. The combatants are still neighbors, and 

many of the defeated remain bitter about their failure to thwart change. De-

spite the demographic oddity that the opponents of civil rights tended to be 

older than the proponents, and thus are dying more quickly, their relatives and 

progeny often continue to carry the torch of white resentment.

My point is that the dramatic incidents and conspicuous leaders that 

Euro- American monuments customarily celebrate and for which a familiar 

visual language has been developed were scarce in a movement that was 

centered fi rst of all around restructuring everyday life and ordinary land-

scapes. Even the dramatic events are diffi cult to commemorate in part be-

cause they were so thoroughly contextualized in a time and a place and 

because they were already in themselves a kind of stylized enactment of 

ordinary, less visible everyday confl icts. For example, the demonstrations of 

April and May 1963, memorialized in Kelly Ingram Park, Birmingham, were 

ritual enactments of black life in the city. Violent as these encounters were, 

they dramatized for outsiders the dangers, indignities, and prohibitions that 

made everyday living and working in “the most thoroughly segregated city 

in America” so burdensome for African Americans. Thus, when memorable 

moments of the demonstrations, familiar to most Americans through their 

abstracted representations on television, in periodicals, and even in art, were 

turned into monuments, they became representations of representations of 

the reality they were intended to expose.11

The nearly instinctive turn to depictions of leaders, on the one hand, and 

to representations of representations, on the other, raises a vital question 

about memorialization: Are Americans, as citizens of an ostensibly demo-

cratic nation, able to understand a truly democratic movement, much less to 

fi nd a language to commemorate it that can successfully incorporate it into 

our national myths in an effective way? What can and can’t be said within 

the established visual conventions of the Euro- American monument build-

ing tradition, which were created to celebrate signal leaders and momentous, 

temporally and geographically constricted events such as battles, rather than 

long- term struggles by diffuse masses of people?
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The problems of visual representation lead directly to the second aspect 

of the issue of what can and what cannot be said: What is permitted to be said? 

Civil rights and African American history monuments have been 

colored by four key preconditions. One is the tidal wave of monuments of all 

sorts, dedicated to countless numbers of people, events, and causes, that has 

inundated the American landscape in recent decades. There are many reasons 

for this proliferation. They are a product of the political, economic, and demo-

graphic disruptions that have characterized the United States since the 1960s. 

In the years following the Vietnam War, waves of new immigrants entered the 

United States, encouraged by the abolition of country- of- origin restrictions 

in the 1965 immigration act. The collapse of the traditional industrial order, 

the outsourcing of manufacturing to Asia and Latin America, periodic energy 

crises, and economic deregulation leading to repeated episodes of fi nancial 

chicanery destabilized the economy. The debacle in Vietnam and the intensi-

fi cation of militarism and xenophobic nationalism in reaction to it raised ques-

tions about the United States’ role in the world. Social changes ranging from 

the renewed vigor of religious fundamentalism to the reordering of gender 

and racial norms generated “culture wars” over “values.” Americans of all po-

litical persuasions were troubled by these changes and attempted to fi x the 

national narrative in a manner congenial to their own views. Monuments be-

came an important, if expensive, medium for doing so.

The late- twentieth- century surge in monument building was also the 

product an accident of history: the great, unexpected popular and critical suc-

cess of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial (see fi g. 7). All subsequent 

monuments—especially, but not only, war memorials—stand in its shadow. 

They take their cues from the visual vocabulary that Lin employed or, as in 

the cases of the additions to the original memorial and to such newer works 

as the Korean War memorials in Washington (1995) and Nashville, Tennes-

see (1992), or Washington’s National World War II Memorial (2004), they 

vehemently reject it (see fi g. 8).

Both supporters and opponents of Lin’s memorial saw in her work the 

great potential of monuments as didactic tools. Lin’s audience viewed her 

monument with considerable sophistication, understanding that a memo-

rial is an interpretation of the past, although not with enough sophistication 

to accept that the interpretation might arise as much from the viewer’s mind 

as from the artist’s, and they were either persuaded or outraged by what they 

saw. Nevertheless, critics and defenders alike recognized the potential of 

monuments not merely to commemorate or to remind but to argue one’s 
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particular viewpoint. Monuments, however, are very blunt tools for these 

purposes, especially in light of what might be called the democratization 

of monument building. The erection of monuments was once the closely held 

privilege of political and economic elites who were able to commandeer pub-

lic land and often public resources to honor their heroes, unimpeded by the 

objections of others. The many statues of white supremacist politicians and 

Confederates in the South offer vivid examples. Now more people have the 

opportunity to erect monuments, but they also risk a louder, more varied, and 

more potent opposition than the monument builders of earlier eras did. For 

that reason, contemporary monument builders employ lengthy inscriptions, 

explanatory books and pamphlets, interpretive centers, and other devices to 

fi x the interpretation of the past to accord with their views.12

The popularity and contentiousness of contemporary monument build-

ing engulfs the new Southern civil rights and black history monuments in a 

very particular way, which creates the second of our preconditions: The new 

memorials stand in the context, and often within the view, of older monu-

ments that present a white Southern view of history, a history that celebrates 

white supremacy (fi g. 10). The ubiquity of white supremacist monuments 

means that black history memorials must adopt a visual language that is 

similar to that of the older monuments in order to make their challenge leg-

ible to viewers. Most Confederate and other white supremacist monuments 

were put up in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the era 

when elites could celebrate their heroes unchallenged, and in this respect 

they stand in contrast to the black history monuments, whose planners 

sometimes chafe at the demands that their own works undergo a scrutiny 

and criticism that their white predecessors escaped.

The white supremacist monuments also demand that the new genera-

tion of monument builders and the political authorities who oversee them 

grapple with the vivid contrast between the racial messages of the two 

groups of monuments. Do they cancel each other out? Does the endorsement 

of the newer message implied by the monuments’ placement in public space 

mean that the older monuments are obsolete or offensive? Should they be ig-

nored, altered, or removed? Most often, the answer is, None of the above. 

Southern politicians, many whites, and some blacks have worked out a con-

voluted ideology that I call dual heritage, which treats white and black South-

erners as having traveled parallel, equally honorable paths. “White history” 

and “black history” have their own integrity and work out their Hegelian des-

tinies independent of the other. This is particularly true of white history. 



Fig. 10. Confederate general Wade Hampton gazes at the African American History 
Monument, South Carolina State House grounds, Columbia. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Whereas commemorations of black history require some account of the im-

pact of slavery on black life, if not necessarily of slavers, the black presence is 

treated as incidental to the “historical logic of whiteness” as understood by 

white Southerners. Some Southerners attempt to fi nd a common thread that 

links the two, but historically the success of one relegated the other to failure, 

so the celebration of both is at best paradoxical. To function properly, then, 

the dual-heritage ideology necessitates that celebrants of each heritage re-

frain from criticizing, expatiating upon, or even directly acknowledging, the 

other. Yet it is not possible to separate them: the historical developments of 

the two are inseparable. Their juxtaposition and the arguments among their 

disparate advocates are the medium through which a debate over race in 

Southern society and in American society generally takes place. To under-

stand the new civil rights and black history memorials, one must take into 

account, as I do in chapter 1, the nature and current status of the white his-

tory monuments.13

The third precondition is that of day- to- day politics, meaning the operat-

ing modes of urban, county, and state governments. Scholars of American 

urban politics emphasize the necessity for relatively weak American public 

offi cials to form governing coalitions, or regimes, of public and private parties 

to accomplish their goals. It is no surprise that these regimes are usually 

dominated by powerful businesspeople, so local governments’ agendas are 

typically focused on economic growth. At the same time, regimes are inher-

ently unstable, and they must be continually repaired and remodeled to 

bring in new partners, mollify some, and compensate for the desertion of 

others. They also require consideration of the relatively weak as well as of the 

economically powerful, since even the weak can vote, and they sometimes 

do. In the peculiar setting of the contemporary urban South, where blacks 

usually hold political power while whites retain economic power, the forma-

tion of a successful regime requires considerable ingenuity, as well as an 

ability to avoid alienating large portions of the electorate.14

Thus civil rights and black history memorials get caught up in the specif-

ics of local symbolic and patronage politics and of economic development 

efforts, and particularly in the effort of Southern urban and regional 

growth machines to create a New New South, a parallel to and a successor of 

the New South of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 

New South was an invention of journalists and businessmen who sought to 

modernize the South through urbanization and industrialization, reintegrat-

ing it into the political and economic life of the United States. In the course of 
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this campaign, they needed to confront the “Negro problem.” Paradoxically, 

one strategy was to create of a memorial landscape commemorating the 

Civil War. Confederate monuments recast the war as a violent contest among 

white men over high principles having nothing to do with slavery. In its 

most abstract form, the soldiers’ cause was reduced to a single word—duty—

devoid of specific content. Implicitly, African Americans (and everyone 

else who was not a white man) had no place in such a debate. In the New 

South, blacks would be relegated, legally and extralegally, to a permanent, 

nonpolitical underclass, a compliant labor force for an industrialized urban 

region.15

In contemporary Southern cities, the civil rights monuments serve some-

thing of the same purpose. To draw the South into the global economy, to attract 

outside investment and corporate relocation, depends in part on the rehabilita-

tion of the region’s reputation. Even today, scenes of the beatings of freedom 

marchers or the fi rehosing of high- school students spring fi rst to the minds of 

many people outside the South when one mentions Selma or Birmingham. 

Thus Southern political leaders must confront these images and lay them to rest 

by portraying the New New South as a deracialized society.

Civil rights memorials, then, signal official acknowledgment of the 

changes that have occurred in the past half- century. The public offi cials who 

approve these monuments prefer to see the movement as a reform move-

ment that righted imperfections in a fundamentally just system through 

peaceful political action leading to legislative and judicial reforms. This is a 

viewpoint that is most comfortable with celebrating leaders who guided fol-

lowers toward concrete, now- achieved goals—hence the lasting popularity 

of monuments to Martin Luther King Jr. The civil rights movement is a “won 

cause,” as historian Glenn Eskew has called it. The South had paid in full what 

the Montgomery Chamber of Commerce called the “price we had to pay for 

our history.” This view strictly confi nes the movement to the years between 

Brown v. Board of Education and the assassination of Dr. King and sees it as a 

movement with the limited goal of achieving political rights. A century and 

a half after the painful experience of the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the 

New South era of “racial capitalism,” to borrow historian Jacquelyn Dowd 

Hall’s term, Southern leaders frame the classic civil rights movement as a sec-

ond, painful, but circumscribed rebirth.16

Monuments and the ceremonies that focus on them have become key 

symbolic tools of this effort. The memorials are tombstones of racial strife 

and heralds of a rebirth. Taking their cues from the spectacular economic 
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success of Atlanta, which billed itself during the years of the civil rights move-

ment as “The City Too Busy to Hate,” Southern urban leaders herald the birth 

of a (non)racial order that fulfi lls the “nation’s commitment to liberty and jus-

tice for all” and forms the social basis for a reinvigorated, globalized regional 

economy.

The niceties of day- to- day politics are further complicated by the intense 

personalism and localism of Southern society. American political ideology has 

long reduced structural socioeconomic problems to questions of personal mo-

rality, a theme that links early American commentators on poverty to modern 

rightist politicians. This is compounded in the South by widespread evangelical 

belief in personal sin and redemption. The possibility of transformation through 

grace trumps history, so that a sinner as egregious as Alabama’s ex- governor 

George Wallace could be embraced at the end of his life by his former African 

American adversaries after a suitable expression of penitence.

The transcendence of family over principle, or the inability to see how 

principle applies to family, in Southern socioeconomic hierarchies also pow-

erfully shapes the discourse. It led Essie Mae Washington- Williams, the 

daughter of Senator Strom Thurmond and one of his father’s African Ameri-

can employees, to keep her father’s secret throughout his life. In general, the 

continuing signifi cance of personal and familial honor and shame, magnifi ed 

by the intricate bonds of everyday life, particularly in rural communities, 

draw the bounds of what can and cannot be said even tighter. The familiari-

ty among blacks and whites that anti–civil rights whites formerly cited to 

show that blacks were comfortable with the old racial order were real, even 

if they did not mean to blacks what the whites thought they did. Experienced 

civil rights advocates such as attorney J. L. Chesnut Jr. of Selma, for example, 

often tell of the personally cordial relationships they formed with hard- line 

segregationist judges and politicians who repeatedly rejected their efforts to 

achieve changes in the racial order.17

A striking manifestation of the personalism and localism that are insep-

arable from this story can be found in the bizarre postscript to the 2005 trial 

of Edgar Ray Killen. Killen spent the entire trial in a wheelchair, ostensibly un-

able to walk as the result of a logging accident that had broken both of his 

legs. At one point he was hospitalized during a day of testimony. After his 

conviction, Killen asked for release on an appeal bond claiming that “the rules 

are too strict for my [physical] condition.” Judge Marcus Gordon granted a 

compassionate release. Would such a release have been granted to a black 

man convicted of a similar crime? It is diffi cult to tell, but Killen was a man 
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who, in his role as Baptist cleric, had buried Gordon’s parents and offi ciated 

at his marriage, but whom Gordon had also convicted several years earlier of 

making telephone threats. I am not suggesting that Gordon was either cor-

rupt or racially biased in granting Killen compassionate release on bond 

while his case was being appealed. He was unforgiving of Killen’s crimes in 

his concluding statement and in sentencing Killen to three consecutive max-

imum sentences in the murders. Yet in the context of a small community, Kil-

len was a neighbor as well as a criminal, and that surely affected Gordon’s 

judgment. It did not, however, lessen his anger when soon after his release 

Killen was seen walking around a gas station with no apparent diffi culty. 

Gordon immediately revoked the bond.18

The political and developmental agendas of public offi cials are powerful 

forces in shaping the content and siting of the black history memorials erected 

in recent decades. Yet there are other actors, too, whose goals sometimes 

intersect with offi cials’ but more often challenge them. Overattentiveness to 

the established voices of public offi cials, the mass media, and self- appointed 

community leaders, for example, can mislead one into believing that this par-

ticular story of the civil rights movement—of a largely successful campaign, 

conceived and carried out by signal leaders, notably Martin Luther King Jr., to 

achieve relatively limited goals of access to political participation for African 

Americans, of racial progress and reconciliation, of a deracialized contempo-

rary South—is more widely accepted than it is. This narrative has congealed in 

public discussions of the movement, and it suits some members of the public, 

black and white, to endorse it, but around the edges most of its assumptions 

remain disputed among many of the civil rights movement’s participants, op-

ponents, and successors.

Consequently, a fourth precondition that affects the new civil rights and 

African American history monuments has to do with tensions and concerns 

among African Americans who are not public offi cials. Those who initiate 

civil rights and black history monuments, whose imaginations conceive the 

ideas, and whose energy and tenaciousness drive the projects to completion 

often have additional or entirely different agendas from those of offi cials. 

Many see the movement in the context of the longer history of racial politics 

in the United States and are not comfortable with treating the issue as one 

so neatly resolved in a nonracialized New New South. They wish to interpret 

the 1950s and 1960s as one episode in an ongoing struggle and are less will-

ing to allow it to pass as a triumph of good over nobody. They are also unwill-

ing to allow the entire blame to fall on a few people, however guilty, at the 
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bottom of the social order while granting a pass to the higher- ups who toler-

ated their behavior, and they refuse to ignore the continuing socioeconomic 

inequalities of the South. Yet even in the most recent monuments the neces-

sity to claim broad public consensus offers a powerful incentive to suppress 

diffi cult aspects of the past and to offer a rosy assessment of the present.

Despite the diversity of the new monuments, they share several qualities. 

First and most important, the proponents of these monuments seek to inject 

an African American presence into the public commemorative landscape. 

Most organizers’ narratives of their efforts begin with “There are no . . .” or “I 

was struck by the absence of. . . .” Since Reconstruction, black Americans have 

been highly conscious of the material landscape as proof of African American 

accomplishment, of membership in civil society, and have carefully pointed 

to buildings and landscapes as evidence of social progress. Now African 

Americans also want to be full participants in civil society and to have that ac-

knowledged in the landscape of civic commemoration.

Second, scholars currently prefer to interpret monuments in terms of 

collective memory and to distinguish between history and memory as variet-

ies of recording the past. Although memory certainly plays a central role in the 

creation of monumental narratives, to understand them it is important to take 

seriously the builders’ belief that they embody history, defi ned as objective 

reality, not an interpretation or a memory. Monument builders emphasize the 

truthfulness of their representations. Sometimes this claim extends to the 

physical artifacts, which are assumed to be history in themselves rather than 

simply records of it. Through their veracity monuments are believed to have 

the power to enlighten their audiences and to instruct future generations. This 

perception is not restricted to the creators of black- themed monuments. 

Defenders of Confederate monuments and memorials often claim that to alter 

or remove them would be to “erase history.” At the same time—and this some-

times leads to uncomfortable verbal and visual contortions—monuments 

are treated as explanations of the current nature of American society. They 

must not make any assertion that contradicts the makers’ view of things- as- 

they- are, nor should they raise any issue that would upset the current social 

and political equilibrium, usually through alienating some group of viewers. 

Art historian Michele Bogart has recorded the dictum of a New York City offi -

cial that public monuments on city property should not express an opinion 

“that could be offensive to another public constituency.” Because race remains 

an open sore in Southern society (and American society generally), that atti-

tude reinforces the dual heritage fi ction.19
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For African Americans, particularly for the middle- class black people 

who are responsible for most monuments, history has a deeper meaning 

than it does for the general population. Historian Manning Marable argued 

that most blacks understand, at least intuitively, that “their moral claim on 

American institutions is inextricably bound to the past.” It demonstrates the 

centrality of African Americans to American society and culture, a centrality 

that was often ignored or denied as part of the white- supremacist effort to 

exclude blacks from civil society. Early African American historians—mean-

ing black historians of the black past—shared the “racial vindication” goal of 

other black leaders of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, seek-

ing to write a “functional and pragmatic” history that would create a positive 

racial consciousness among African Americans and demonstrate to whites 

that blacks were worthy of full citizenship.20

This historiographical tradition began soon after Emancipation, and it 

reinforces the emphasis on positive achievement. Middle- class African Amer-

icans found themselves trapped between the disapproval of whites whose 

genteel values they shared and the behavior of lower- class blacks, which they 

thought violated those values and exposed all African Americans to blanket 

condemnation. They believed themselves charged to demonstrate through 

their own demeanor and accomplishments that blacks were capable of gen-

tility and to instruct their economic inferiors in proper conduct. It followed 

that accounts of black life, including the historical experience of African 

Americans needed to be relentlessly upbeat, accentuating the transcendence 

of hardship, rather than hardships themselves—accomplishments rather 

than injuries. This attitude has been shared by many historians of the Afri-

can American experience and of the civil rights movement, and it guides 

most monument builders. “We don’t need to deal in horrors, we need to 

deal in honor,” is the way one black South Carolina legislator put it. In the 

monument building process, uplift also takes the shape of assertions that 

monuments are for “the children” or coming generations, as a record of black 

accomplishments that might otherwise be forgotten.21

The demand for uplifting African American–themed monuments is also 

a corollary of more broadly held American attitudes toward commemoration. 

Since the early nineteenth century, Americans have demanded that their pub-

lic monuments evince a positive outlook: that they honor achievement more 

than mourning loss. The latter has been, and remains, understood as more 

appropriate to private memorials in cemeteries and to impromptu ones at the 

sites of disasters. When mourning seeps into formal public monuments, as 
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critics of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington and of the recent 

September 11 memorial in New York believed it did at those sites, it becomes 

controversial. Public monuments ought not to remind us of social divisions or 

serious wrongs committed by one group of Americans against others, much 

less of continuing injustices. Monuments should speak to everyone’s condi-

tion and represent values or goals shared by everyone in the public as it is 

commonly defi ned. They ought to be forward looking, not backward looking. 

They should inspire rather than remind. They should promote self- esteem 

and mutual regard. And above all, particularly in the case of civil rights and 

African American history monuments in the South, they must not offend 

white people.22

While African American history monuments are usually initiated by 

black people, it doesn’t mean there is a single “black” viewpoint about them 

or about black history. There has been a signifi cant component of social class 

and color consciousness in the promotion of these monuments. Like other 

projects of uplift, they are usually initiated by middle- class, educated African 

Americans. Lower- class and politically radical or nationalist blacks are often 

hostile or uninterested, as when some African Americans accused the black 

fraternity that created the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial in Washington, 

DC, of doing the white man’s work, or when a dark- skinned, homeless man 

in Birmingham told me in 2005 that the monuments in Kelly Ingram Park are 

for “the near whites,” not people like him. Differences of viewpoint also arose 

over the degree of frankness or reticence about racial oppression and confl ict, 

about the use of historicist, abstract, or mythic (Afrocentric) visual language, 

and about the inclusion or exclusion of particular individuals and incidents.

Few nonblack people evince openly racist or white supremacist views of 

the new monuments (with conspicuous exceptions discussed in chapter 1). 

Instead, much white opposition or obstruction can best be classifi ed under 

the historians’ rubrics “color- blind conservatism” or “color- blind structural 

racism—a racism without overt racists.” It is a conservatism that praises 

individual African Americans’ achievements while refusing to acknowledge 

how economic and political structures constrict most Americans of color and 

protect white dominance. In monument building, color- blind conservatism 

is willing to acknowledge African American “contributions”—the word itself 

connotes a marginal addition to something larger and more important—

while refusing to relinquish the centrality of white agency in “freeing” slaves 

or in “granting” rights. And it insists on having the last word wherever there 

is disagreement over the appropriateness of a monument or an inscription. 
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At the same time, however, controversies over the monuments cannot be 

divided into simple “black” and “white” sides, any more than members of ei-

ther race can be assumed to have a single viewpoint. Whites and blacks and 

occasionally Native Americans and Asian Americans have been found at ev-

ery position in every controversy.23

What makes the monuments most interesting, then, is not only the var-

ied positions of the protagonists but how they transform. As the intellectual 

historian David Hollinger has written, “To focus . . . on a belief or value attrib-

uted to an individual or to a collectivity of individuals is at once to move back 

from . . . authentic, contingent relationships; where historical subjects are 

said to hold a belief or value, those subjects are endowed with merely ab-

stract, static characteristics.” Instead, Hollinger says, we should see confl icts—

or, to put it more grandly, political or philosophical differences—as starting 

points of debates in which all parties’ positions are defi ned and redefi ned 

in contact with those of their antagonists. Even those who seem doggedly 

to cling to a single position repeatedly edit and modify it under criticism from 

interlocutors.24

In examining the new civil rights and African American history monu-

ments, then, the process is as important as the product, which only rarely 

matches the initial proposal. One examines a statue or memorial, not as an 

embodiment of a singular viewpoint, but as a less than seamless manifesta-

tion of disparate ideas. It is in the negotiation that the historical and political 

qualities of monuments emerge, not from a static memory. Monuments have 

stakeholders who claim a right to determine their content, as the drawn- out 

process of creating the September 11 memorial in New York so vividly dem-

onstrated. Most debates over black history monuments deal explicitly or 

implicitly with the question of stakeholders. Who are the stakeholders? 

Who has a rightful claim to that authority? With whose voice will a monu-

ment speak? Who is the primary audience? Whom should it be? These key 

questions should be kept in mind in viewing the monuments discussed in 

this book.25

The issues, though, are more complex than the simple matter of uplift, 

personal relations, or the delicacy of white sensibilities. As I show in chapter 

1, the continuing political power of white supremacist symbols, evinced by 

the deference accorded to them by civic authorities, imposes a signifi cant 

limitation on expression in the new African American memorials.
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We of my generation have lost one line of fortifi cations after another, the old 
South, the old ideals, the old strengths.

—WILLIAM ALEXANDER PERCY, LANTERNS ON THE LEVEE, 1941

One morning in November 2007 residents of Montgomery, Alabama, awoke 

to discover that the century- old Confederate Memorial Monument adjacent 

to the state capitol had been defaced. “N.T. 11 11 31” was spray- painted across 

one of the original inscriptions, and the hands and faces of the four creamy 

white marble fi gures had been painted black (fi g. 11).1

At fi rst, wrote a reporter, the Sons of Confederate Veterans believed the 

embellishment to be the work of high school students (always understood to 

mean white high schoolers). “Their theory changed, however, when they re-

alized the signifi cance of the date.” They decoded the spray- painted tag as a 

reference to Nat Turner, the organizer of a slave rebellion in Virginia, who was 

hanged on November 11, 1831. In newspaper accounts, this SCV reading of 

the inscription as a reference to Nat Turner quickly morphed into “offi cials 

believe.” To the monument’s devotees, the Turner connection added a sinister 

overtone to the vandalism: ‘I just don’t think your run- of- the- mill vandal 

would know about Nat Turner’s rebellion,” said SCV member Alan Parker, 

who did not reveal how the SCV itself came to be so well informed about Af-

rican American history.2

A “heinous thing for somebody to vandalize a soldiers monument par-

ticularly on Veterans Day weekend . . . a kind of slap in the face to all veterans 

really,” was soon recast as a “hate crime.” The commander of the Alabama Di-

vision of the SCV, who was also a member of the neo- Confederate League of 

the South and a former leader of the [White] Citizens’ Council, declared, “We 

have some ignorant people in our midst who have a Taliban mentality.” To 

CHAPTER 1 {DUAL HERITAGE
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Selma neo- Confederate Pat Godwin, “This speaks loudly to me as a white per-

son that whoever defaced this monument must hate all whites by honoring 

Nat Turner, who slaughtered innocent white children by decapitating them 

in 1831.” Letters to the editor quickly endorsed this reading. “That this was a 

hate crime, there is no doubt,” Godwin’s frequent ally Ellen Williams wrote. 

“The vandals wrote N.T. 11 11 31, a reference to the death date of Nat Turner, 

who bludgeoned to death 57 white people as they slept.”3

In fact, the vandalism was not the work of the black militants whom the 

SCV suspected but of high- school students as initially assumed. Three 

seventeen- year- old boys were arrested on a tip from the SCV’s Leonard Wil-

son. Their attorney assured reporters that “these are not terrorists, they’re not 

extremists,” but “good kids from good families . . . who have never been in 

trouble.” Not only were they not black, but “their youth also surprised those 

who thought the vandals would be older and better educated, given the ap-

parent Turner reference.” But the culprits had “learned this stuff in school. . . . 

Folks are wondering what was going on, what the message was and it was a 

statement against slavery.”4

Fig. 11. Confederate Memorial Monument (Alexander Doyle, 1886–98), Montgomery, 
Alabama. View after vandalism of November 13, 2007. AP Photo/Robb Carr.
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Not every white Southerner was as offended as the SCV and the United 

Daughters of the Confederacy, who were more or less honor bound to be out-

raged. As one reader commented on a newspaper’s website: “I thought they 

improved that second place trophy.” Another said, “They did a good job paint-

ing the face and hands of the statue. . . . The statues did look nice with the 

black paint.” Most whites were probably indifferent to the symbolic nature 

of the crime. Nevertheless, the boys’ actions at the Montgomery Confederate 

memorial was not just vandalism or even well- intentioned but youthful 

folly—“something stupid and [he] wished it hadn’t happened,” as the lawyer 

for one of the boys said—but a brilliant piece of political theater that exposed 

complex attitudes about race and heritage in the modern South. These are 

important for understanding African American memorials, which have been 

inserted into a landscape already densely populated by monuments that, like 

the Montgomery monument, celebrate the Confederacy. The earlier monu-

ments’ presence—their forms, messages, and constituencies—shapes what 

can and cannot be said in civil rights memorials in subtle and not- so- subtle 

ways, and the two types of memorials are nearly always discussed in com-

parison or opposition to each other.5

The Confederate Memorial Monument was dedicated on a cold, clear- blue De-

cember day in 1898, twelve years after Jefferson Davis had laid its cornerstone 

(fi g. 12). Like most such memorials, it was the work of the local Ladies Memo-

rial Association, the successor of earlier women’s groups that had tended 

wounded soldiers during the war. Caring for graves was the only way many 

ex- Confederates felt free to honor their dead, since federal authorities in the 

South during Reconstruction were wary of more open displays of loyalty to 

the failed rebellion. Decoration Day ceremonies thus became, at fi rst quietly 

and later more openly, occasions for the declaration of continued loyalty to 

the Southern cause. As the political climate became more favorable to ex- 

Confederates, they began to erect monuments in cemeteries, where the very 

evidence of defeat provided by the graves suggested martyrdom in the cause 

of righteousness. “There is grandeur in graves, / There is glory in gloom” reads 

the inscription on the monument to “Our Confederate Dead” erected in Sel-

ma, Alabama’s Old Live Oak Cemetery in 1878–79.6

In the years following the Civil War, ex- Confederates compared their 

own relatively minor political disabilities to the liberties enjoyed by newly 

emancipated blacks, who openly vaunted their freedom and even paraded 

bearing arms to emphasize their military role in the Union victory. While 



Fig. 12. Confederate Memorial Monument. Photo: Dell Upton.
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some whites granted, or at least grudgingly acknowledged, ex- slaves’ right to 

celebrate their own freedom, they were aggrieved that African Americans 

were allowed to exult in the South’s defeat, as when blacks in Richmond, Vir-

ginia, paraded on the fi rst and second anniversaries of the Confederate with-

drawal from the city in April 1865. In some respects, this distinction between 

emancipation and Confederate defeat, between acknowledging blacks’ feel-

ings while demanding that whites not be offended, marked the beginning of 

the tradition of dual heritage that has enjoyed a resurgence in the aftermath 

of the civil rights movement of the mid- twentieth century. Over the course 

of the half century after 1865, Southern apologists worked strenuously 

to deny that the Civil War was about slavery, or indeed had anything to do 

with black people, a claim that they succeeded in embedding in American 

popular memory. The erasure of African Americans from history went hand 

in hand with their elimination from the political arena. Although most white 

Southerners eventually accepted emancipation, they did so in the context of 

an unwavering belief in white supremacy and in their own right to set the 

terms of political and social engagement. They could not believe that any 

“resident, whether white or black,” could rejoice at the fall of Richmond. They 

denied that blacks were citizens and demanded that African Americans be 

sensitive to the wounded feelings of their “best friends,” defeated white 

Southerners.7

The Montgomery memorial was one of many built in response to a 

“call to erect monuments to our fallen heroes” issued by the Southern Histor-

ical Society, an organization founded in the late 1860s to propagate “a true 

history of the war.” Most of the fi rst monuments outside cemeteries were 

organized on a statewide basis and were intended for display at or near state 

capitols. Most also required a certain amount of arm- twisting to persuade re-

luctant legislators and an indifferent public to fund the projects, and so took 

time to reach fruition. In Montgomery, the male Historical and Monumental 

Association, which had fi rst approached the women for help in the 1860s, 

carried the Confederate memorial project to the laying of the cornerstone by 

Jefferson Davis in 1886. However, they “realized it would be a slow task to 

raise the money for the Confederate Monument, so this association turned 

over to the Ladies’ Memorial Association of Montgomery their work begun 

and money raised,” which amounted to $6,777 of the eventual $46,000 cost 

of the work.8

Twelve years later, the monument was completed. The eighty- fi ve- foot- 

tall shaft, one of the most elaborate in the South, features a central column 
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supported by a stepped base and crowned with Corinthian capital that sup-

ports a bronze fi gure, “typifying Patriotism,” and holding a sword and a furled 

fl ag. Encircling the base of the column is a bronze relief that depicts a column 

of soldiers urged on by an offi cer (fi g. 13). Four plinths, each inscribed with a 

fl orid verse, celebrate the heroism of “the knightliest of the knightly race,” as 

Georgia poet Francis O. Ticknor put it. Each supports a life- sized marble fi gure 

representing a branch of the Confederate military—the infantry, cavalry, ar-

tillery, and navy.9

The memorial project sounded all the themes of the mature Confederate 

interpretation of the Civil War, cloaked in symbols and metaphors that by 

then were already standard, even clichéd. The monument itself embodied the 

ambiguously gendered nature of Lost Cause politics. Brought to fruition by 

women, it was framed, on the one hand, as a female tribute to the patriotism 

and valor of Confederate military men. One inscription by Ina Maria Porter 

Ockenden assured readers that even after the monument had crumbled, “in 

woman’s heart shall be / A folded fl ag, a thrilling page unrolled, / A deathless 

song of Southern chivalry.” Since the earliest postwar months, white South-

erners had defl ected the accusation that ex- Confederates retained their old 

loyalties to secession by treating memorialization as a feminine tribute to 

Fig. 13. Confederate Memorial Monument. Bronze collar. Photo: Dell Upton.
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apolitical valor. By focusing solely on the personal heroism of the common 

soldier, white Southerners also hoped to defuse political divisions among 

themselves in a manner that would create a united racial front in support of 

white supremacy. If valor alone was a criterion for honor, then there was 

no need to look too closely at the causes that valor served. As art historian 

Kirk Savage has shown, this became the fundamental premise of all military 

monuments after the beginning of the twentieth century. The single stand-

ing soldier became the universal symbol of the Civil War in both North and 

South—so much so that monument manufacturers sometimes inadvertent-

ly delivered statues wearing the uniform of the wrong side.10

The dedication speakers’ task was to articulate the ex- Confederate 

position on the war and reunion as it had evolved by 1898. Colonel W. J. 

Samford of Opelika argued that while all present were now loyal to “a re-

stored union, and to a common flag,” there was no need “to degrade the 

memory of the Confederate States, in order to exalt the Union—or to deify 

the New by anathematizing the Old South.” The war was a war of principles, 

with the Southern states fi ghting “in defense of that glorious product of this 

western world, the great right of local self- government, and in defense of the 

principles of American Constitution.” Ex- governor Thomas G. Jones, who had 

carried one of the flags of surrender at Appomattox, defended the South 

against charges of treason and explained at length that the slavery was “of a 

purely political signifi cance” in raising principles of “local sovereignty”: “It is 

just as absurd to say that the war was fought over the justice or morality of 

slavery, as it would be to declare that the confl ict with the mother country, 

was a dispute about tea thrown overboard in Boston harbor.” Jones rehearsed 

common arguments that slavery had been imposed on the South by the 

North. He sketched the homecoming of the defeated Confederate soldier, 

who “found the slave his political master, his home in ruins and his fi eld in 

weeds and waste.” Having been “trained both to obey and command” in a 

strongly hierarchical society, the repatriated rebel could not accept this rever-

sal of social relations. Jones reminded his readers that Southern slavery “was 

mildness itself” compared with conditions in other slave societies, since it in-

volved the enslavement of a race of people who had not been free before they 

were brought to the United States. The absence of slave rebellions during the 

Civil War was proof that slaves had been grateful for the kindness of their 

masters.11

There was nothing original about any of these remarks. Their thesis had 

been shaped very quickly after the end of the Civil War. The war was cast as 
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a confl ict over high principles among honorable white men. The Confederate 

loss was the product of greater Union firepower rather than of worthier 

Union values. The valor of soldiers on both sides was the basis for national 

reconciliation, but white Southerners were adamant that the old racial hier-

archies had to be reestablished. Although God had apparently decreed that 

slavery should end, it was equally true that the racial segregation and “the 

clear and unmistakable domination of the white race” were “the fi at of the 

Almighty,” in the words of Southern modernizer Henry W. Grady.12

In short, the Confederate Memorial Monument, like so many other 

Southern gestures of the last quarter of the nineteenth century, vowed re-

union on Southern terms. Patriotism, the tender ministrations of women, the 

chivalry and valor of men—all rested squarely in the white realm. There was 

no room for African Americans in this universe. The Civil War was a white af-

fair, and despite the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, blacks were 

neither citizens nor members of Southern society in the view of most ex- 

Confederates.

The abstractions of Montgomery, with their understated but unmistak-

able foundation of white supremacy, pointed toward the future. The celebra-

tion of generic, apolitical valor—or honor or duty or service or patriotism—in 

turn contributed to an uncritical view of the military, its costs, and its actions 

that has pervaded American culture since that time. Simply to be a soldier, no 

matter in what cause or to what effect, is to represent the highest ideal of 

American culture. As W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, “Only murder makes men.” These 

assumptions help to determine what can and what cannot be said in civil 

rights memorials as well. Despite the professed nonviolence of most factions 

of the civil rights movement of the mid- twentieth century, those who memo-

rialize it commonly fall back on metaphors of military valor and sacrifi ce to 

signal its importance.13

Montgomery’s monument was accepted as a given as long as the racial 

order established in the New South seemed secure, so much so that the me-

morial seems to have been an afterthought to many Alabamans from the 

time of its dedication. Neither the governor of the state nor the mayor of 

the city bothered to attend the dedication; both sent surrogates. As the state 

capitol was enlarged, it pushed up against the monument, turning it from a 

freestanding work to something relegated to the side yard, where it is largely 

obscured by trees. In 1930 the Olmsted Brothers landscape architectural fi rm 

recommended moving the monument to the intersection of Dexter Avenue 

and Decatur Street in Montgomery, but fi nancial constraints prevented it. 
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The proposal was raised again in 1947. Some of the memorial’s fans endorsed 

the proposal. One asked “Can we not have a monument Avenue of beauty 

just as [in] Richmond, Virginia?” In 1966, the issue was raised again, on 

grounds of the monument’s invisibility in its location on the north side of the 

capitol. It was proposed to move the memorial to the front of the building, or 

three blocks behind it, as part of a projected mall. Those who objected recalled 

that the cornerstone had been laid on the original site by Jefferson Davis, 

“and so far as is ascertainable there is no other monument anywhere whose 

cornerstone was laid by the President of the Confederacy.”14

Nothing was ever done, and the memorial stood in relative obscurity 

until the vandalism of 2007. The incident exposed the nineteenth- century as-

sumptions that continued to shape the monument’s interpretation 

among many Alabamans. That the Civil War was about a principle—self- 

determination—rather than slavery remains an article of faith among Con-

federate apologists. While nineteenth- century polemicists had argued that 

slaves had been faithful defenders of the home front during the war, thus 

demonstrating their loyalty to the Southern order, by the beginning of the 

twenty- fi rst century those who argued that their esteem for the Confederacy 

was based on principle and “heritage” had begun to imagine legions of black 

Confederates, “thousands of devoted, courageous black men and women 

who supported, loved and fought for the Confederacy,” as one letter to the ed-

itor writer put it. The teenagers’ brilliant act of redecoration revealed the 

transparency of this claim. If “thousands” of blacks fought for the Confedera-

cy, what was wrong with recasting generic Confederate soldiers and sailors 

as black?15

The problem was that the Confederacy remains unambiguously white 

in the minds of its admirers. It is the white half of the South’s dual heritage. 

The same correspondent who lauded black Confederates equated the attack 

on the monument with an attack on Southern whites, “a race that is unique 

in every respect. We have unique customs, culture, etiquette, ethics, food, mu-

sic, dialect, religion, politics and patriotism. Our rights are constantly attacked 

and invaded. We have always been a minority and deserve the same respect, 

opportunities, recognition and freedom to be ourselves as any other minori-

ty in the country.” From this point of view, to attack the monument was 

equivalent—as many correspondents noted—to vandalizing a civil rights 

memorial. It was a “hate crime.” “Had the MLK statue [there is none in Mont-

gomery] been so defamed, all possible law enforcement agencies would de-

scend upon Montgomery to join in the massive hunt. However, since it is only 
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a mere Confederate memorial to our beloved and honored ancestors, not 

much attention is being given to this heinous act.”16

Many of the class and gender assumptions of the memorial’s creators 

have also faded, as historian Thomas J. Brown has argued. Yet the primacy of 

whiteness survives in the assumption that those who fought for the white 

cause in the Civil War fought for “their” state in a “second war for indepen-

dence,” that the Confederacy constitutes the state’s “heritage”; that the mon-

ument to it is “sacred”; that “self- government” was not about the right to own 

and control black people; and that soldiering is inherently honorable what-

ever the cause. The parallels that discussants so readily drew to civil rights 

memorials underscored the implicit whiteness of Confederate remembrance 

as well resentment of contemporary African Americans and the white elites. 

These characteristics were common both to openly racist campaigns and to 

more circumspect defenses of “heritage.”17

Even among today’s most outspoken racists, the white supremacist 

claims that the genteel builders of Montgomery’s Confederate memorial 

uttered are rarely voiced explicitly. Instead, the late- twentieth- century 

language of multiculturalism, heritage, and history conveys their message. 

On October 7, 2000, neo- Confederate groups under the leadership of Pat 

Godwin and City Councilman Cecil Williamson dedicated a monument 

in Selma, Alabama, to the Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest 

(fi g. 14). One African American police offi cer who was present to maintain 

order described the dedication as “a Klan meeting without the hoods,” and 

the event was targeted by protestors who called the monument “a slap in 

the face.”18

Originally planted at the edge of a black neighborhood, the bronze bust 

of Forrest sat on a granite base inscribed on the front “Defender of Selma / 

Wizard of the Saddle / Untutored Genius / The First with the Most.” The mon-

ument was “a testament of our perpetual devotion and respect for Lt. Gen. 

Nathan Bedford Forrest, CAS, 1821–1877, one of the South’s fi nest heroes,” 

and “in honor of Gen. Forrest’s unwavering defense of Selma, the great state 

of Alabama and the Confederacy.” The inscription was bracketed with the 

Confederate battle fl ag and the motto “Deo Vindice” (variously translated as 

“God will vindicate us” or “God as our protector”), derived from the 1864 great 

seal of the Confederacy, which appeared on the rear of the pedestal. The mon-

ument’s sides listed Forrest’s battles throughout the Civil War. The rear panel 

credited the work to the local chapter of the SCV, the Alabama Society of the 
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Order of the Confederate Rose, a self- described “nonprofi t, nonracial, nonpo-

litical and nonsectarian” ally of the SCV that is dedicated to the “preservation 

of Confederate symbols”; the Selma chapter of the UDC; and “private contri-

butions from those who love the South.”19

To many black residents of Selma, the monument’s message was 

obvious. It stood on the grounds of the Joe T. Smitherman Historic Building, a 

local museum named after the city’s long- serving mayor. Smitherman was 

fi rst elected just before the momentous civil rights demonstrations of 1965 

and held offi ce with only a short break for the following thirty- fi ve years. In 

mid- September 2000, however, Smitherman was ousted by African Ameri-

can candidate James Perkins Jr., a computer consultant who had run unsuc-

cessfully against him twice before and who had been campaign manager for 

Smitherman’s black challenger in 1984. Perkins had just assumed offi ce when 

Fig. 14. Nathan Bedford Forrest monument (Paul D. Spaulding, 2000), Selma, Alabama, 
2000. Stolen 2012 and never recovered. Photo: Dell Upton.
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the monument went up, so it was interpreted as a rejection of black political 

power. “You lose control of your city government and a week later you put 

up a statue of a Confederate general?” a white school administrator noted 

rhetorically. “How Southern. These [Confederate] heritage guys are basically 

saying what a lot of white people around here feel: The fi ght goes on. The war 

never really ends.”20

Journalists, historians, and political opponents have speculated about 

Mayor Smitherman’s racial views and the degree to which they had or had 

not evolved in the three and a half decades he held offi ce, but the question is 

irrelevant. Smitherman understood Selma’s political and demographic cli-

mate thoroughly, and he was able to use his expertise to his advantage. First 

elected in 1964 as a reformer who overthrew a closely knit political machine 

that had ruled Selma for more than three decades, Smitherman accused his 

opponents of failure to pursue economic development aggressively, and he 

won on that basis, as well as on his record of working for infrastructural im-

provements during his service on the city council. Many of the white busi-

nesspeople who supported Smitherman were distinguished for their white 

supremacist views in the face of the impending changes of the 1950s and 

early 1960s. The local [White] Citizens’ Council, organized in Selma less than 

a year after the regional group’s founding in Mississippi in 1954, was closely 

intertwined with city government and was determined to enforce a united 

front among whites in resistance to racial change. During his campaign Smi-

therman called attention to his membership on the Citizens’ Council’s board 

while at the same time appealing to “moderate” white businesspeople who 

were afraid that the racial intransigence of the Citizens’ Council would harm 

business.21

The city’s electoral system, which assigned councillors to wards but chose 

them through at- large voting, allowed whites to retain a majority on the city 

council as long as black voter registration and black voting were low. White 

politicians could expect to capture all the white vote and, through judicious 

dispensation of favors and jobs, enough of the black vote to assure victory. 

Black candidates could expect to receive almost none of the white vote, and 

African American voters, assuming that blacks stood no chance of success, 

were often uninterested in the contests. State law and court orders forced 

changes in 1971–72 to district elections, but whites were still able to retain a 

majority because the council president was elected at large. Through the 

council, whites also controlled the school board, which was self- perpetuating 

until 1977 and then was appointed by the city council until 2009.22
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Mayor Smitherman was particularly adept at manipulating this system. 

As Selma’s population approached parity between whites and blacks and as 

increasing numbers of blacks registered to vote, he devised a modus operan-

di that involved strong appeals to whites on the basis of racial fears and 

enough concessions—urban improvements and city employment—to blacks 

to keep the black electorate divided with a small segment loyal to him. J. L. 

Chestnut Jr., a black Selma attorney and long- time Smitherman adversary, re-

counted a telling incident in which the mayor, angered that his closest black 

ally on the city council had voted against certifying his victory in the 1988 

election, fi red the man’s daughter from her city job. Chestnut observed to 

Smitherman that by fi ring the woman, “he was sending a message to whites 

that he (Joe) stands up and a message to Lorenzo about who’s in charge.” Smi-

therman replied that he could “get Lorenzo back this afternoon. Just pave a 

sidewalk in his district.”23

As Chestnut’s anecdote illustrates, the legal structure of Selma’s politics 

was reinforced by the small size of the town’s political world, which created 

a climate strongly infl ected by personal alliances and animosities. During 

Smitherman’s decades in offi ce, his main antagonists were J. L. Chestnut and 

the members of his fi rm, now known as Chestnut, Sanders, Sanders, Pettaway 

and Campbell. Chestnut was raised in Selma and returned to practice law 

there in 1958 after being educated at Dillard University and Howard Univer-

sity Law School. As the only African American to practice law in the Black 

Belt for many years, he constantly confronted political authorities at every 

level. Smitherman was his regular antagonist, although Chestnut described 

their relationship as a kind of ritual combat that benefi ted both parties.24 “Our 

confrontations became a pattern. I’d sue or threaten to sue. He’d denounce 

me, build up the issue in the press, and come off to the white community as 

a tough guy. Then he’d sell them on a small concession: ‘Chestnut’s gonna 

have the Justice Department breathing down our necks,’ or, ‘Those damn 

people will be out in the streets again if we’re not careful. I’m gonna give 

’em such- and- such. It won’t amount to a damn thing.’ ” Then, according to 

Chestnut, Smitherman would go before a black organization and tell them 

how much he had done for African- Americans, adding, “If J. L. would quit 

these damn lawsuits and carrying on all this crap, we could get a hell of a lot 

more done.”25

Chestnut’s major allies were state senator Hank Sanders and Sanders’s 

wife, Rose (now known as Faya Ora Rose Touré). The couple came to 

Selma fresh out of Harvard Law in 1972 and quickly formed a professional 
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partnership with Chestnut, who described Rose Sanders as an activist, “a 

good person, dedicated to helping the underdog, and very outspoken. When 

Rose sees a wrong she attacks. She is sensitive, volatile, emotional, and ideal-

istic. . . . She has a tendency to fi ght every war. . . . She ruffl ed feathers not only 

in white but in black Selma.” This is a fair assessment of her career., In addi-

tion to pursuing her goals through the courts, Sanders organized a school, the 

McRae Learning Center, the Black Belt Arts and Community Center, and oth-

er community organizations, as well as several museums, including the well- 

known National Voting Rights Museum. She also spoke passionately and of-

ten out of order at city council meetings. Through assiduous cultivation of 

African American political ties, the Chestnut law fi rm came to have a power-

ful voice in choosing which black candidates would run in local elections. 

Many white Selmians believed that they were bent on eradicating all white 

participation in local government, a charge that Smitherman often repeated 

during and after the 2000 election.26

Rose Sanders’s particular interest in education, as well as the rising pow-

er of African Americans in Selma politics after the mid- 1990s, led to a confl ict 

that in many minds defi ned the transformation of Selma. Shortly after a black 

school superintendent, Norward Roussell, had been appointed in 1987, a 

group of African American parents formed Best Educational Support Team to 

argue for improvements in the city’s public education. A convoluted confl ict 

over the academic tracking of black students led to Roussell’s fi ring and to a 

series of demonstrations that culminated in the occupation of the high school 

cafeteria by protesting students and of city hall by a group that included 

Hank Sanders.27

While personal relationships and regime politics complicated Selma’s 

electoral alliances, it is clear that Smitherman associated his own future with 

that of continued white domination of Selma, and he was not afraid to ma-

nipulate racial fears to retain his seat. During the 2000 campaign, Smither-

man warned white voters that “you’re looking at your last white mayor” and 

told a New York Times reporter that “everywhere that you’ve gone all black, 

the towns have gone down.”28

The racial polarization of the election was exacerbated by Smitherman’s 

choice of Cecil Williamson as his campaign manager. Williamson was pastor 

of a local congregation of the Presbyterian Church in America, an ultraconser-

vative offshoot of the mainstream denomination formed in the 1970s by dis-

gruntled Presbyterians opposed to “liberalism” and integration. He had been 

a member of the Selma city council off and on since 1980, and in the late 
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1990s he was a member of the Dallas County school board. He was also a close 

political ally of Smitherman’s. In the years just before the mayoral election, the 

Sanderses had sued Smitherman and Williamson for defamation. The case 

went to the Alabama Supreme Court, where it was decided in favor of the de-

fendants just as the 2000 mayoral election was getting under way. Since the 

mid- 1980s, when he had organized a white voters’ registration campaign to 

counter black registration efforts, Williamson had become an increasingly vo-

cal opponent of black political power in Selma and increasingly open about 

his neo- Confederate beliefs. Smooth and polished in his public performances, 

Williamson is fond of debunking “myths” about the Selma civil rights move-

ment, particularly the notion that anyone had been killed in Selma proper, as 

well as those about the Civil War, the Old South, and “the despot Lincoln.”29

Rose Sanders and Williamson came to represent for their adversaries the 

worst- case scenario of rule by the opposition. Godwin described Sanders as a 

“terrorist” who had destroyed the city’s schools. A letter to the local paper de-

scribed Williamson as someone who wished to restore the Old South, slavery 

and all: “[He is] a Jim Crow throwback. He hates all non- Southern white[s], be 

they black, white, Hispanic or Jewish who can look him in the eye and tell 

him ‘No.’ ”30

Thus for many black and white Selmians the 2000 mayoral election was 

a power struggle between blacks and whites, generaled by Rose Sanders and 

Cecil Williamson, respectively. Sanders rallied her troops around the slogan 

“Joe Gotta Go,” and Smitherman was soundly defeated by a margin of 57 per-

cent to 43 percent. After his loss, Smitherman complained that Mayor- Elect 

Perkins had brought “people from California, the NAACP, Al Sharpton, all this 

crowd into Selma to try to affect the outcome of the race.” The outgoing may-

or had “thought bringing these people into town would bring out the white 

voters, which [it] did, but it turned out the black voters, too, including those 

from low- income areas, as you can tell by the totals.” Smitherman blamed his 

defeat specifi cally on Rose Sanders, and he was bitter about it. She “won this 

election,” he told a local reporter after his defeat. “You can always say some-

thing about Rose Sanders—whenever she uses her infl uence the town goes 

down,” he then told his white supporters.31

And so when the Forrest monument appeared just after the election, it 

was read as Smitherman’s thumbing his nose at the new black leadership, 

particularly given his campaign manager’s key role in the bust’s creation, and 

at Rose Sanders, who became the leader of the opposition to the monument. 

The connection between the monument and Selma’s contemporary racial 
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strife was drawn explicitly by one writer of a letter to the editor. He claimed 

that Perkins’s “obstinate [sic] removal of the Gen. N. B. Forrest monument” 

was “arguably the greatest racially divisive act since Faya Rose Touré . . . sin-

gle handedly segregated the Selma Public School System in 1991.”32

The monument was probably not specifi cally a reaction to Smitherman’s 

defeat. Pat Godwin argues, credibly, that such a major undertaking could not 

have been accomplished in a little over two weeks, and at the time of the ded-

ication, she said that it had been in the works for over a year. It is more likely 

that it was a response to the ongoing tension in Selma politics between 

blacks and whites and between the Smitherman- Williamson and Chestnut- 

Sanders factions. But the Smitherman campaign was certainly in the thick of 

it. As the city’s population became more African American in the post–civil 

rights years, the Citizens’ Council’s grip loosened, but city politics remained 

so divisive that, as historian J. Mills Thornton III has noted, virtually all politi-

cal change in the city has come as a result of court orders, a pattern that con-

tinued to hold true as the saga of the Forrest monument unfolded.33

Three days after the Forrest monument was dedicated, the city council 

addressed the matter. The new mayor acknowledged having been “asked 

in passing what his reaction would be to a statue being erected of a Confed-

erate soldier at the Smitherman Building and he responded that it was a 

museum.” However, Perkins said that the city had not been notifi ed of the in-

tended dedication, nor had city representatives been invited. A white council 

member proposed exhibiting the monument inside the museum, while a 

black one insisted that it be removed altogether. The council passed a resolu-

tion, “Nathan Bedford Forrest,” that took a both- and stance toward the 

general. On the one hand, it recorded that he “is noted, by some historians, as 

one of the military geniuses of American History” and “one of the most effec-

tive Confederate Generals during the American Civil War,” who “lead [sic] 

many successful battles” but was defeated at the Battle of Selma. On the oth-

er hand, one of Forrest’s victories was at Fort Pillow, Tennessee, where his 

troops slaughtered many black Union soldiers after they had surrendered, a 

crime that a postwar congressional committee found and many modern his-

torians believe he ordered or condoned. He was a slave dealer and owner and 

served as one of the heads of the Ku Klux Klan, although he “is noted by some 

historians to have attempted to disband the organization because of its 

increasingly violent practices.” The council resolved that the Forrest bust be 

either moved inside the museum, “as part of history, provided a more bal-

anced representation of the historical signifi cance of the monument be pre-
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sented at the new site,” or removed. This resolution was not the fi nal word but 

merely the opening salvo in a bitter, years- long struggle. As the city’s leaders 

wrestled with the monument’s fate, neo- Confederate and African American 

activists watched closely.34

Like Smitherman, Mayor Perkins was a practical politician who attempt-

ed to build a regime that bridged white- black differences in Selma. His elec-

toral majority was based on an unusually heavy turnout of black voters, but 

he had campaigned as a businessman who accused Smitherman, as Smith-

erman had accused his predecessor, of failing to pursue new businesses 

actively. So although he was sensitive to the feelings of the large African 

American majority that had elected him, it is signifi cant that the decision 

about the monument was also driven by the anxieties of businesspeople who 

worried about the effects of the controversy on their prospects for outside in-

vestment. The conjunction of Perkins’s election and the erection of the Forrest 

monument, whether coincidental or not, was widely read by outside sources 

as a sign that Selma’s racial troubles, exemplifi ed by the Bloody Sunday po-

lice riot at the Edmund Pettus Bridge on March 7, 1965, had not passed. Local 

businesspeople were disturbed about the potential consequences of this 

reportage.35

As the struggle proceeded, Mayor Perkins tried to shift the discussion 

from the propriety of erecting a monument to Forrest to the technical legali-

ty of erecting it on public property without the consent of the city council. 

Perkins gave the owners of the monument three options: to place it inside the 

museum without its pedestal, which he said the building’s structure could 

not support; to move it to Riverfront Park, where a reenactment was held ev-

ery year of the Battle of Selma; or to relocate it to Old Live Oak Cemetery, 

where it would become part of Confederate Circle, a cluster of monuments 

and soldiers’ graves centered on the Confederate monument mentioned ear-

lier in this chapter. But Perkins and the council also said that if the monument 

were placed in any of these publicly owned sites, the inscription would have 

to be changed in accord with the dictates of “a special committee . . . [that 

would] perform the necessary authentication of the history, and [ensure] that 

the language be both balanced and factual.” This committee consisted of a 

city councilmember; the vice chairman of the Friends of the Selma/Dallas 

County Selma- to- Montgomery Historic Trail Association, an organization 

dedicated to the commemoration of the 1965 civil rights march; Alston Fitts, 

a local historian who was the son of a die- hard segregationist but who had be-

come a vocal critic of the old white supremacist order; the director of Selma’s 
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National Voting Rights Museum; and the director of the Old Depot Museum, 

Selma’s general museum of local history.36

The monument’s supporters, who organized themselves as the Friends 

of Forrest (FoF), resisted any change on the grounds that they had followed 

proper procedures in requesting permission to place the monument on city 

property. They argued, and Smitherman confirmed, that the mayor had 

granted their request on January 14, 2000, pending the agreement of the Smi-

therman Building trustees, who unanimously granted it on February 17. “We 

followed every instruction we were given and we did all we had to do to place 

the monument,” said FoF spokesman Benny Austin. Godwin also argued that 

the dedication ceremony had been scheduled before Perkins was chosen 

mayor. Later, the Friends of Forrest claimed that they knew they had erected 

the monument during Perkins’s administration and so kept the ceremony un-

der wraps to avoid embarrassing him or his supporters.37

The lines of contention altered little throughout the engagement. The 

Friends of Forrest insisted that they had proper authorization to erect the 

monument, that Perkins had known that it would be erected before the fact, 

and that they could not afford to move it. City authorities questioned Smith-

erman’s and the Smitherman Building trustees’ authority to grant permission 

without notifying the city council. They insisted that the monument had 

to be moved but repeatedly altered the deadline to allow the FoF to comply 

voluntarily.38

The larger struggle took a dramatic turn during the Martin Luther King 

Jr. Day march in January 2001. About a hundred of the marchers, led by Rose 

Sanders, left the offi cial parade route and marched to the statue. There was a 

silent prayer for the black soldiers massacred by Confederates at Fort Pillow. 

Sanders then denounced those African American council members who had 

agreed to delays and compromises in the removal of the monument, accus-

ing them of having “voted with the enemy,” and she invited group members 

either to return to the parade or to help her fasten a rope to the monument 

and topple it. As it happened, the monument was too heavy to move, but 

Sanders promised to return every day until she brought enough supporters 

to overturn it.39

These events seem fi nally to have stirred the city council to act. In mid- 

February Mayor Perkins offered again to move the Forrest monument inside 

the Smitherman Building or to relocate it to the battle site at Riverview Park, 

to be renamed “Heritage Memorial Park.” The mayor, members of the coun-

cil, and representatives of the Friends of Forrest visited the proposed site, 
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where Perkins and FoF spokesman Benny Austin had a heated argument over 

the “fairness” of moving the statue at all. After Perkins left, the remainder of 

the group visited Old Live Oak Cemetery. There Councilwoman Jean Martin 

told the Friends of Forrest that she had “a list of 53 bankers and businessmen 

who want this thing put in the cemetery and let it be done.” She argued that 

the new location would increase the cemetery’s appeal as a tourist attraction 

and put Forrest in the company of other memorialized Confederate leaders 

and soldiers buried there. The next day, February 27, the council voted fi ve to 

four to move the statue to the cemetery, and the deed was soon done. The FoF 

fi led suit in US District Court in Mobile seeking to force the city to return the 

monument to the grounds of the Smitherman Building (by then known as 

the Vaughn- Smitherman Museum). The suit was dismissed by the Eleventh 

Circuit Court of Appeals in October 2003.40

The public discussion that colored the city council’s decision was carried 

out in two registers. One engaged a fairly small number of black and white 

antagonists who were active in city politics and who debated the signifi cance 

of erecting a monument to Forrest in a majority- black city just as the fi rst Af-

rican American mayor took offi ce. The activists’ confl icts addressed the na-

ture of commemoration and of symbolic meaning, although neither side 

framed it explicitly in that manner. This discussion in turn refl ected broader 

interpretations of the history of Selma since 1965 and had to do with sym-

bolic and everyday power to control the city’s destiny.

Rose Sanders led the opposition to the Forrest monument, objecting not 

only to its site but to its very existence. For Sanders and her allies, Forrest’s ac-

tions at Selma were one with his broader role in Southern history. He was a 

man whose entire career, most of which harmed African Americans, was in-

separable from any honor extended to his memory. Even the Confederate 

battle fl ag on the monument, in the eyes of Clarence Williams, chair of the lo-

cal chapter of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, “represents 

white supremacy, and as long as it’s that way, [he was] against” the monu-

ment. It was a “shame,” Touré told me, that such a thing could be found on the 

“sacred ground” of Selma.41

For the Friends of Forrest, the general’s actions outside Selma were irrel-

evant to the monument, which “honors nothing but Forrest’s military 

achievements and his defense of Selma” from (as one letter writer put it) “a 

murdering, thieving horde of yankee socialist[s].” One might reasonably ask 

whether Selma’s Civil War era black residents wanted the city and its Confed-

erate armory to be “defended.”42
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This narrow interpretation of the monument lay at the heart of the 

Friends of Forrest’s strategy: everything they asserted was factual, “true” his-

tory that could be correctly interpreted in only one way. In the simplest ver-

sion of the argument, the monument to Forrest was simply an acknowledg-

ment of something that had happened, so that to commemorate other 

aspects of Selma’s history—the civil rights movement was the invariable 

example—without commemorating Forrest and the Civil War was to distort 

history. “The question is whether we are going to let history be history 

regardless of its content,” wrote the author of one letter to the editor. To 

some of the monument’s supporters among the public at large, the monu-

ment itself became “correct history” as soon as it was erected and was thus 

sacrosanct.43

The attempt to circumscribe meaning surfaced in another way. Forrest 

was described on the pedestal as the “Wizard of the Saddle.” Opponents, nat-

urally, read this as a veiled reference to his role in the Ku Klux Klan, and they 

singled it out for scrutiny by the committee appointed to certify historical 

truthfulness. Pat Godwin asserted that this was simply a tribute to Forrest’s 

horsemanship. Yet she was known to sign her e- mails “Wizardess,” which 

suggests that the monument’s opponents had understood the inscription’s 

intent correctly.44

In fact, the Friends of Forrest exhibited a remarkably postmodern under-

standing of the malleability of language that served them well in the debate. 

The diction of the monument’s inscription and of the group’s public state-

ments was skillfully composed to facilitate both implication and deniability. 

Their statements implied their message, but in words that allowed the appar-

ent meaning to be disavowed when convenient. Those who listened careful-

ly, particularly those who inquired closely about the origins of the language 

and arguments the FoF employed, could not be confused. The FoF constantly 

described the city’s actions as discriminatory and violations of civil rights by 

attacking “the integrity of the Confederate heritage.” “This issue is much larg-

er than our attempt to erect a monument,” said FoF spokesman Benny Aus-

tin. “There is a 14th Amendment issue here.” The FoF appeal to the Fourteenth 

Amendment, a Reconstruction era measure intended to protect the civil 

rights of newly freed African Americans in a South determined to curtail 

them, and the organization’s framing of its position in terms of civil rights in 

general was intended to frame “Confederate (or white Southern) Americans” 

as a racial category deserving of protection. This was the gist of a letter from 

the group’s attorney, Charles E. Yow, to Selma city attorney Jimmy Nunn: “The 
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threatened action [to move the monument] poses serious constitutional 

questions surrounding the non- race neutral motivation of the proposed ac-

tion.” Supporters of the Forrest monument picked up the theme, denouncing 

attacks on Confederate monuments as “hate crimes” and as “the ethnic 

cleansing of our Southern History and Heritage.”45

These racial arguments are grounded in the white nationalist allegiances 

of the Friends of Forrest. In 2000, both Godwin and Williamson were members 

of the League of the South, a neo- Confederate group founded in 1994. The 

league espouses a philosophy of social organicism, localism, and agrarianism 

similar to that of the Southern Agrarians of the 1930s. But it also advocates 

Southern secession from the United States, as well as “the cultural, social, eco-

nomic, and political well- being and independence of the Southern people.” 

League president J. Michael Hill told his followers that “we here in the South 

are a people.” Specifi cally, Southerners are descendants of “the Anglo- Celtic 

peoples . . . [who] gave [the South] its dominate [sic] culture and civilisation. 

Should this core be destroyed or displaced the South would be made over in 

an alien image.”46

Following this logic, Godwin explained to a group of visitors to Selma, 

neither blacks nor non- Southern whites belong to or contribute to Southern 

culture but are actively subverting it. In the view of the league, the South suf-

fers under a “society imposed upon it by an alien occupier. American society 

today is egalitarian and Marxist.” While neo- Confederates bemoan “multicul-

turalism,” they have mastered the pluralist, relativist language of tolerance 

and ethnic victimization in their public statements. In equating the perceived 

oppression of white Southerners with that of African Americans, appeals to 

“tolerance” are meant to argue that white Southerners and blacks can live to-

gether harmoniously. Indeed, the League of the South “disavows a spirit of 

malice and extends an offer of good will and cooperation to Southern blacks 

in areas where we can work together as Christians to make life better for all 

people in the South,” even though “historically the interests of Southern 

blacks and whites have been in part antagonistic.”47

The nature of black participation in such a society is left to the imagina-

tion, but the league, whose offi cial statements employ implication and deni-

ability in an even more sophisticated manner than the Friends of Forrest’s, 

has carefully thought the matter through. According to league president Hill, 

the group seeks a social system “based on kith and kin rather than an imper-

sonal state wedded to the idea of the universal rights of man. At its core is 

a European population.” Its vision “is structured upon the Biblical notion of 
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hierarchy. In short, a recognition of the natural societal order of superiors and 

subordinates.” These words read very much like those of white supremacists 

of the turn of the twentieth century, who argued that blacks were happiest 

and functioned best under white tutelage. They also mesh somewhat un-

comfortably with the league’s current constituency. Originally founded as an 

intellectual and patrician organization, the league has become increasingly 

radicalized in its politics and working class in its makeup. Grady McWhiney, 

a historian who was among the league’s founders, is said to have resigned 

when the organization was taken over by the “dirty fi ngernail crowd,” as did 

Cecil Williamson, a key member of the FoF, who says that he left the league 

in 2001.48

In less public statements, the league’s racial views are more openly ex-

pressed. They see the civil rights movement as a “second reconstruction” that 

paved the way for the South’s subjection to “the interests of international 

business and banking.” League cofounder Jack Kershaw observed, “Somebody 

needs to say a good word for slavery,” and Hill raised the specter of a South 

“overrun by hordes of non- white immigrants.” To Hill, these views are not rac-

ist but “natural” ethnocentricism.49

The Friends of Forrest linked their web site to those of the League of the 

South and the Southern Independence Party. In communications among neo- 

Confederates, the victim pose is abandoned. In 2004, the FoF paid to erect two 

billboards on the Selma- Montgomery road, billboards that remained visible 

through 2006 (fi g. 15). One, about eight miles outside town, invited visitors, 

on behalf of the FoF, to see Selma’s “War Between The States Historic Sites,” 

while the second, posted on the Montgomery side of the Edmund Pettus 

Bridge just outside Selma, thanked visitors for doing so. This second sign 

looked down on a small, informal park marking the site of the Bloody Sunday 

attack of March 7, 1965, on civil rights marchers. Both billboards featured a 

painting by Lafayette Ragsdale depicting Forrest on his horse King Philip. 

Beneath the images was the phrase “Keep the Skeer on ’Em,” which Forrest 

reportedly advised his men after defeating a larger Union force at Brice’s 

Crossroads, Mississippi, in 1864. The phrase has been widely quoted in recent 

years by neo- Confederates, survivalists, and other extreme rightists. The full 

pronouncement, according to Ragsdale’s web site, was “Git ’em skeered, and 

then keep the skeer on ’em.” There could be little doubt about the pronoun’s 

antecedent in Selma.

There was one difference between the billboards. On the welcome sign, 

the Confederate battle fl ag formed a washed- out, watermark- style background 
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for the text and image, whereas at the bridge the billboard featured the Con-

federate battle fl ag prominently. “I just know our lovely mayor [Perkins] and his 

Siamese twin (Rose [Sanders]) are just going to love it!!!” Godwin wrote in an e- 

mail posted on the Southern Independence Party web site. “THINGS ARE CERTAINLY 

LOOKIN’ BETTER IN ZIMBABWE ON DE ALABAMY!”50

The neo- Confederate views and racism of the Friends of Forrest alienat-

ed some potential allies. Early in the debate over the monument, the United 

Daughters of the Confederacy wrote to Mayor Perkins “denouncing any di-

rect involvement in this project as an organization.” Even though Pat Godwin 

argued that the UDC—her local chapter—had supported the project, Benny 

Austin explained more forthrightly that there was disagreement in the UDC 

“about whether there was a vote” on the project. Austin’s statement refl ected 

a growing rift in Confederate fi liopietistic organizations such as the UDC and 

the SCV. Some members adhered to the groups’ stated mission of honoring 

the memories of ancestors, while a newer cohort of hard- line rightists, some 

associated with the League of the South and others with the Council of Con-

servative Citizens, the successor of the [White] Citizens’ Council, wished to 

carry the group in a more openly political direction. Less militant members 

of the two descendants’ societies believed that the new strategy was racist.51

Fig. 15. Friends of Forrest billboard (2004), Selma, Alabama. Photo: Dell Upton.
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A second, successful line of argument by the Friends of Forrest shifted 

the discussion from specifi cs to abstractions. By playing to popular ideas of 

the innocuously positive value of heritage and of the objectivity of history, 

they were able to avoid intense scrutiny of the particular heritage they 

claimed. The Civil War and the Battle of Selma were “history,” and to remove 

the Forrest monument constituted revision or censorship of “true history.” 

This struck a chord. In announcing his determination that the statue would 

be moved, Perkins said that he would form a committee “to form the neces-

sary authentication of the history, and [to ensure] that the language be both 

balanced and factual.” Months later, after the decision was made to move the 

statue, Councilwoman Bennie Ruth Crenshaw, a vocal black activist, again 

“asked that a committee be formed to authenticate controversial wording on 

the statue.”52

Neither side distinguished historical events from their commemoration, 

although some difference was implied in Mayor Perkins’s statements. Early in 

the battle over the Forrest monument, he reiterated that it “is a representation 

of the past” and urged citizens “not to let our personal feelings about this sit-

uation destroy the fabric of unity and tolerance that the city needs to move 

ahead. ‘Images of our past belong in museums, [and] museums should also be 

held to truthful accounts of our history.’ ” This would facilitate the construc-

tion of the political regime he needed to govern successfully. In his inaugural 

address, Perkins urged that both the Civil War and the civil rights movement 

be relegated to museums, rather than allowing them to continue to color the 

city’s political life.53

By their success in positioning the Forrest monument as simple history 

and an expression of heritage that was above scrutiny, the Friends of Forrest 

were able to shift debate outside the circle of activists to a different register 

that centered on their basic right to erect any monument. This was the frame 

in which many residents of Selma, black and white, engaged the controversy. 

Ethel Smith, a black woman who lived near the Smitherman Building, told a 

reporter, “You (Friends of Forrest) have a right to a statue, [but] not in this 

neighborhood. . . . It’s an insult to see this statue everyday. . . . It’s a nice statue, 

but it doesn’t belong here.” She then placed a black paper bag over Forrest’s 

head.54

As was clear in the defacement of the Montgomery Confederate memo-

rial, the underlying assumption was that civil rights is a “black” issue and the 

Confederacy is a “white” one. Both supporters and opponents of the Forrest 

monument operated on this premise. “I think it is a crying shame that the 
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white race is not allowed to have any of their heritage shown anywhere, yet 

the black race can and do put anything they want, anywhere that pertains to 

their heritage,” wrote one newspaper correspondent. “My opinion is that it’s 

their heritage, they have a right to it just as we have a right to ours,” Eva Cun-

ningham, an African American woman, told a reporter. One black opponent 

suggested, perhaps with a touch of irony, that the monument be moved to 

the white- dominated country club or to the site of the Battle of Selma (which 

Forrest lost). Certainly the choice of Nathan Bedford Forrest as honoree em-

phasized this racial assumption. Historically, Forrest has been a favorite sub-

ject of white supremacist commemoration in the South. The concept of dual 

heritage allowed these citizens to see the Forrest monument and the Selma 

monuments to Martin Luther King Jr. and James Reeb, a Unitarian minister 

murdered in Selma during the 1965 protests, as complements, an equivalence 

that the Friends of Forrest argued in their legal suit and public statements. If 

there could be a National Voting Rights Museum detailing the history of the 

civil rights movement in Selma, why could there not be a monument to a 

Confederate general?55

In March 2012, the Forrest bust was stolen, and it was never recovered. 

The Friends of Forrest began to prepare the site for a new, larger monument, 

but the work was halted by the city. Again, the controversy focused offi cially 

on legalities rather than on the suitability of such a monument for a twenty- 

fi rst- century, racially mixed city. In 1877, Selma’s city council gave the site of 

the Confederate monument in Old Live Oak Cemetery to the Confederate Me-

morial Association, but it failed to confi rm the grant by deed. Did the CMA’s 

successor, the United Daughters of the Confederacy, now legally own the 

land where the Forrest monument stood? Eventually the courts ruled that 

the city had violated the construction company’s right to due process. The city 

deeded an acre of cemetery land to the UDC.56

The confl ict over the Nathan Bedford Forrest memorial draws together 

many of the threads of monument building and commemoration in the con-

temporary South. These memorials are always created in the context of, and 

conditioned by, evolving local politics in the post–civil rights South. But the 

Confederate monuments illustrate the continued vitality of white suprema-

cist interpretations of the Civil War and Reconstruction. In the past thirty 

years, white supremacism has been cloaked in the more neutral armor of her-

itage, history, military valor, and the veneration of ancestors, which deters the 

open examination of its premises. Those who challenge it explicitly can be de-

fl ected by the language of implication and deniability and painted, as Faya 
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Rose Touré (Rose Sanders) has been in Selma, as radical, even unbalanced. At 

the same time these meanings and implications are also permeated by the 

culture of personalism in the South—by the way that personal relationships 

defl ect attention from structural issues, as they have since slavery times, 

when the “peculiar institution” was defended in terms of mythical personal 

relationships between slaves and masters. White supremacy is thus the white 

elephant in the room that civil rights memorial builders must tread carefully 

around.

Despite the blatantly racist nature of the Forrest monument, the organizers 

felt compelled to cloak it in the protective veneer of heritage. In most instanc-

es, though, that veneer has to be much thicker and the white supremacist 

foundations of Confederate “heritage” vehemently denied, as at the so- called 

Liberty Monument in New Orleans. The memorial commemorates the Cres-

cent City White League’s insurrection against the elected mixed- race govern-

ment of the city and state in 1874. New Orleans’s Civil War history was more 

ambiguous than Montgomery’s or Selma’s. While Montgomery could call it-

self the “Cradle of the Confederacy,” the place where Jefferson Davis was fi rst 

inaugurated, and Selma was home to one of the rebel government’s major ar-

senals, New Orleans was captured early in the war and treasonous senti-

ments were quickly suppressed. Nevertheless, the city established one of the 

first Confederate museums and erected one of the grandest Confederate 

monuments to honor Robert E. Lee.57

Frustrated Confederate sympathizers actively opposed federal efforts to 

reconstruct Louisiana’s political and social structure as soon as they could. In 

1866, a white mob attacked black attendees at a constitutional convention in 

New Orleans, an early example of the violence that was the whites’ preferred 

tactic in what one newspaper referred to as a “war of the races.” These confl icts 

culminated in 1874 with the organization of the White League, which was de-

termined, its platform said, to maintain “our hereditary civilization and Chris-

tianity menaced by a stupid Africanization, . . . [and] to re- establish a white 

man’s government in the city and State.” The league terrorized rural African 

Americans and Republicans and murdered several Republican offi cials up-

state. On September 14, 1874, 3,500 members of the Crescent City White 

League, formerly the Crescent City Democratic Club, attacked a force of black 

militiamen and Metropolitan Police commanded by former Confederate gen-

eral James Longstreet and drove them from the fi eld, leaving eleven Metropol-

itan Policemen and sixteen White Leaguers dead. The insurrectionists removed 
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the governor and other elected state offi cials from offi ce and installed the un-

successful Democratic candidates. On September 19, federal troops restored 

the elected government briefl y to power.58

New Orleans’s white elite liked to think that the fi fteen- minute confron-

tation had “liberated” Louisiana for home rule, meaning for rule by elite 

whites. The league’s modern apologist, Stuart O. Landry, compared the affray 

to the Battle of Concord Bridge and the Battle of New Orleans. The uprising, 

he said, “changed the tide of opinion, brought the end of Reconstruction in 

the South, and started the Southern people on their way to the great prosper-

ity which they now enjoy.” September 14 became a rallying cry for New Or-

leans’s powerful whites. The ground around the Henry Clay statue, where the 

White Leaguers had gathered on the violent day, was renamed Liberty Place 

in 1882. As former White Leaguers and their progeny struggled with the 

immigrant- dominated Democratic machine, they periodically met at Liberty 

Place to launch vigilante actions. In 1891, one of these, organized by veterans 

of September 14, led to the lynching of eleven Sicilian immigrants who had 

been acquitted of murdering the police chief. That same year a monument 

was dedicated on the anniversary of the 1874 confrontation (fi g. 16). A gran-

ite obelisk, embellished only with a wreath, stood on a multi- stage base that 

bore the words “September 14th 1874” in block letters. On one side of the ped-

estal were listed the offi cers of each section of the White League, on the sec-

ond, leaguers who “Fell in Action,” on the third, offi cers of the First Louisiana 

Infantry who had led their men in support of the league, and on the fourth, 

“De Facto La. State Executives” and staff whom the White League had in-

stalled in offi ce on September 14.59

The White League was open about its racial agenda. The group’s manifes-

to guaranteed blacks their proper rights, but this did not mean the same 

rights as whites. As one member acknowledged, “The name White League 

was assumed as a protest against the unifi cation humbug,” referring to a 

movement among some conservatives to reach political accommodation 

with African Americans to promote economic development and political 

peace. The Weekly Louisianian, an African American newspaper, wrote that 

“the 14th of September must always be a red fl ag shaken in our faces.” The city 

was eventually inspired to reinforce the monument’s message with new in-

scriptions. On September 14, 1932, “the 58th anniversary of [the] pitched bat-

tle between an outraged citizenry and Yankee- hired police,” Mayor T. Semmes 

Walmsley laid a wreath of white carnations at the monument and announced 

that he would sponsor an ordinance to turn the care of the monument over 
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to a new Liberty Place Commission, “whose 28 members are descendants of 

men who fought for white supremacy.” At this ceremony, “those making their 

yearly pilgrimage . . . read for the fi rst time the names not only of those who 

died in confl ict but also the names of the leaders in the battle and brief state-

ments of what the day’s struggle accomplished.” The account of “what the 

struggle accomplished,” contained in the new inscriptions, was not quoted in 

the newspaper. One said that “McEnry and Penn having been duly elected 

governor and lieutenant governor by the white people, were duly installed by 

the overthrow of carpetbag government ousting the usurpers, Gov. Kellog 

(White) Lieut. Gov. Antoine. (Colored).” A second inscription added that “Unit-

ed States troops took over the state government and reinstated the usurpers 

but the national election November 1876 recognized white supremacy and 

gave us back our state.”60

Fig. 16. Monument to the Crescent City White League insurrection of 1874 (“Liberty 
Monument”) (1891), New Orleans, Louisiana. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Following Walmsley’s announcement, S. A. Trufant Sr., a veteran of the 

battle and head of the committee that composed the new text, laid a wreath 

of white chrysanthemums in the name of the White League. Then the Ladies’ 

Confederate Memorial Association, a sister organization of that in Alabama 

and others across the South, placed crossed palm leaves at the four corners 

of the monument, as was their “yearly custom.” Other tributes were offered 

by the various chapters of the UDC and the Junior Confederate Memorial 

Association.61

The confl ation of Liberty Place and the Confederacy, or rather the battle’s 

role as a surrogate for New Orleans’s nonexistent Confederate glory, was re-

inforced the next spring when the council passed an ordinance creating a 

board of commissioners for Liberty Place. In its initial form the ordinance di-

rected that the appointees be selected from “the men and women of the Con-

federacy or from the sons and daughters or grandsons and granddaughters 

of those who fought in the Confederacy on the Confederate side.” The act was 

soon amended to specify that members were to be chosen from among “cit-

izens who took part in the battle for white supremacy at Liberty Place . . . or 

descendents of such citizens.”62

Through the middle of the twentieth century, the monument was both a 

place of reverence for New Orleans’s elite, many of whose ancestors had par-

ticipated in the events of September 14, 1874, and a rallying point for white 

supremacists. The 1949 anniversary commemoration, for example, featured 

Dixiecrat Frank M. Dixon, the former governor of Alabama, who compared the 

Battle of Liberty Place with the modern states’ rights movement and “criti-

cized advocates of housing controls, public housing, socialized medicine and 

social security ‘from cradle to grave.’ ” Local congressman F. Edward Hebert 

added that “it is one of history’s tragedies that we are gathered here at a time 

when the ideals for which the men of 1874 fought are being viciously at-

tacked again on all fronts.”63

The white press did not bother to report African American reactions to 

the monument until the 1970s, when many New Orleans blacks and some 

whites began to press for its removal. Defenders of the monument attempted 

to dissociate it from white supremacy, arguing that the racist inscriptions 

were added in 1932 and had nothing to do with the monument’s original in-

tent or with the battle’s goals of ending corruption and reclaiming home rule. 

This argument required a narrow reading of the history of the White League 

and its monument. White supremacy was not mentioned in the 1882 ordi-

nance authorizing the monument, nor did it appear in Stuart O. Landry’s 1955 
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history, which most took to be authoritative. Landry’s book, however, was an 

apology for the White League that studiously avoided quoting any of its white 

supremacist passages, including the passage in the league’s platform that pre-

sented corruption as a black attribute arising from having been elevated to po-

litical offi ce without qualifi cations: “their increasing arrogance, which seems 

to know no bounds; their increasing dishonesty, which they regard as states-

manly virtue; their contemptuous scorn of all the rights of the white man.” 

According to the league and its supporters, these ills arose from the Recon-

struction government’s enfranchisement of blacks through Louisiana’s 1864 

constitution and from the machinations of Republican “carpetbaggers.” To the 

White League and its supporters, these assumptions were matters of white 

common sense that needed no explicit statement. By 1932, in the aftermath 

of the increased racial paranoia and apartheid practices of the early years of 

the century, they did, perhaps, need to be emphasized, although Dixiecrat Dix-

on’s 1949 audience certainly understood the subtext. By the time Landry 

wrote his history, as the demand for black rights grew louder, it was less poli-

tic to recall the racial underpinnings of the battle of September 14, even 

though Louisiana’s legislature was a hotbed of white supremacist resistance 

to change. So although Landry emphasized black depredations during Recon-

struction, he blamed these on the federal government—not coincidentally the 

villain in the struggles of the 1950s as well. The elisions of the White Leaguers 

and of Landry allowed monument defenders to blame the 1932 Mayor and 

Monument Commission for perverting the original intent of the monument. 

“It is regrettable that the noble purpose of this monument has been contra-

vened by association with statements about white supremacy, states’ rights 

and segregation,” according to the anonymous author of a 1970s manifesto 

“To Restore the Monument of Liberty Place to Its Original Intent.” The monu-

ment “by no means supports any type of racist or segregation point of view,” 

wrote one correspondent to the Times- Picayune. An interpretation closer to 

that of the White League and its original memorializers was offered by Wil-

liam E. Theodore of Metairie. After affi rming the traditional neo- Confederate 

dogma that “slavery was never truly the issue behind the Civil War,” Theodore 

wrote that “the Reconstruction Period was a criminal conspiracy to destroy 

the Southern Christian, white property owner. . . . Illiterate Negroes were 

rounded up by the military occupying forces and compelled to register and 

vote. The black rule of the Southern states was absolute. In state after state 

there was no white man in offi ce, the policeman, the judge, the jailer, the jury 

was composed of black men who looted the state treasury.”64
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What should be done about this white supremacist monument? While 

its supporters argued unequivocally that nothing should be done, that “like 

the Confederate fl ag, it’s all part of our history, like it or not,” even some who 

objected to the message supported leaving the monument in place as a his-

tory lesson. A letter writer who identifi ed himself as a young black man op-

posed to white supremacy argued that the monument should stand as “a 

constant reminder of what can happen if blacks should become zeal- less in 

their efforts to gain and keep the rights that so many have paid the price for.” 

A spokesman for the administration of Mayor Moon Landrieu told Council-

man Frank Friedler that Landrieu did not believe he had the authority to re-

move the monument although “it serves as a constant reminder of the racism 

that once plagued this city, and the progress that has been made to eradicate 

it.” To make the mayor’s point, the city attached a plaque to the monument in 

1974, when the controversy erupted, declaring that “although the Battle of 

Liberty Place and this monument are important parts of New Orleans’ histo-

ry, the sentiments in favor of white supremacy expressed thereon are con-

trary to the philosophy and beliefs of present day New Orleans.” Shrubbery 

was planted around the base of the monument to hide its racist text.65

Yet local and national leaders of the National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People were now determined that the monument 

should go, arguing that it celebrated not only white supremacy and the sup-

pression of African American rights but also “the killing of police [and that it] 

supports armed violence,” aspects of the battle that conservative supporters 

of the monument ignored. Disappointed that nothing had been done, the 

president and adviser of the New Orleans branch of the NAACP Youth Coun-

cil assured Councilman Friedler in 1976 that the organization would continue 

to press for the removal. The Times- Picayune supported Landrieu’s decision to 

install a plaque that “would clearly present [the monument] as a historical ex-

hibit, not an expression of active community policy or feeling.” But in the light 

of the contemporary survival of racism, “the black community can under-

standably take the monument as a public affront that preserves or promotes 

the sentiments of the earlier time” and “can judge the monument the record 

of a downturn in their progress of recognition.” Consequently, the editors ad-

vised, the best course would be to put it into storage or into a museum that 

would make clear its “fossil character . . . until enough time and generations 

have passed to thoroughly neutralize it.”66

The issue fl ared up again during the administration of Ernest “Dutch” 

Morial, New Orleans’s fi rst black mayor. In early 1981, Morial made a series 
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of symbolic gestures, including proposals to rename a major street after A. P. 

Tureaud Sr., a prominent civil rights attorney who had recently died, to erect 

a monument to Martin Luther King Jr., and to remove the Liberty Monument. 

Political insiders of both races interpreted Morial’s actions as efforts to repair 

his fraying relationship with black voters in anticipation of his 1981 reelec-

tion bid. Two years into his fi rst term, growing black discontent with Morial 

had been exacerbated by an incident in the Fischer housing project in Algiers, 

a poor neighborhood on the west bank of the Mississippi River. In retaliation 

for the shooting of a white offi cer by an unknown assailant, New Orleans po-

lice rampaged through the project for a week, culminating in a violent raid in 

which police raided two apartments and killed the four people who lived in 

them. Ultimately seven offi cers were charged in the killings and three were 

convicted. At the beginning of 1981, however, not much progress had been 

made, and Morial was under pressure to respond to black concerns.67

The mayor put the removal project out to bid without informing city 

council or the newspapers. He hoped that he could make the monument dis-

appear quietly into a city- owned warehouse, a step that his predecessor, 

Moon Landrieu, regretted not having taken when the memorial had been re-

moved temporarily for repairs a few years earlier. Word got out and protests 

began. Some of the same Confederate and White League nostalgia that char-

acterized earlier controversies over the monument was heard again. One let-

ter writer argued that if the Liberty Monument was removed, then so should 

“plaques, etc., to the Emancipation Proclamation . . . because to some this his-

toric act was a bitter pill to swallow.” Another said that the marker “allows us 

to recognize and remember a real and cherished part of the South’s history.” 

However, this writer argued that the monument opponents’ motto was 

“ ‘Damn free speech for white people.’ ” A similar paranoia gripped a letter 

writer who thought the city was careening down a slope that began with 

changing the name of a high school team from the Rebels, continued with re-

naming Melpomene Street Martin Luther King Boulevard, and gained speed 

with the proposed disposal of the Liberty Monument. He feared that the next 

steps would be to remove the statues of Generals Robert E. Lee and P. G. T. 

Beauregard and US Supreme Court Justice Edward Douglass White (whom he 

called William Douglass White) “and then change the name of White Street 

to Black Street.” Like his White League predecessors, this correspondent saw 

the newly elected black city administration as an antiwhite cabal.68

The most striking aspect of the 1981 episode, even compared with that of 

the mid- 1970s, was that this time few bothered to assert the “true” meaning 



D U A L  H E R I T A G E  57

of the Battle of Liberty Place. The only exceptions were two White League de-

scendants, the only members of the traditional elite to weigh in publicly in the 

post–civil rights debates over the monument. Betty Wisdom wrote to support 

Morial’s decision to remove it. The White League, she said, “was nothing to be 

proud of.” It had committed terrorist acts throughout Louisiana, and its mon-

ument in New Orleans commemorated “the slaughter of policemen.” Another 

White League descendant, J. W. Frankenbush, wrote to “refute” Wisdom’s let-

ter, citing Landry’s book to argue that the battle “was the culmination of ex-

cesses and illegalities perpetuated by the carpetbag rulers of Louisiana who 

were place in power by federal bayonets and voting irregularities.”69

Now the meaning and historical interpretation of the events of 1874 

were of less importance than the simple fact that the events had occurred. 

The Battle of Liberty Place and the White League were “history,” and as such 

they could not be changed. History is factual, transparent, true. Often the 

monument itself was included under that rubric: it was neither a reminder 

of history nor a celebration of history but history itself. Morial argued that the 

Liberty Monument was “not of suffi cient historical value to warrant its posi-

tion at the present site . . . as a source of divisiveness within our community,” 

while Betty Wisdom challenged its historical value altogether:

Nothing is a “part of history” unless it truthfully represents that history. The 
White League monument does not do that. Perhaps those who want it re-
tained would consent if a new plaque were affi xed saying it was a memorial 
to whites who assaulted a police force led by a former Confederate general 
and that what that assault accomplished was an increase of racial hatred on 
both sides. It decided nothing else. . . . Take the monument down, for it repre-
sents a lie, no matter how unwilling we are to admit it. The Confederacy lost. 
It deserved to lose.70

African American judge Israel M. Augustine Jr. took a slightly different 

tack: it was a question, not of whether the history was correct, but of wheth-

er it was positive. “If it’s negative history, it ought to be removed,” he said at 

the dedication of the Martin Luther King memorial. “If we had a statue that 

represented black folks who preached violence and hatred it should be 

removed.”71

Augustine pointed to the central theme of the 1981 discussion. All agreed 

that the monument was a lesson, and most conceded that, either originally or 

as a product of the 1932 additions, it celebrated white supremacy. Could it still 

have public value? The editors of the Times- Picayune and many letter writers 

argued that it did. “The fact that it is there reminds us of something about our 

city’s past from which we can profi t. . . . [White supremacy] is an unfortunate 
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chapter in the history of this country, but a part of history nonetheless.” Felix 

Paul, an African American visitor, agreed that the monument was valuable to 

all locals and visitors and “should remind young black people of our long and 

arduous struggle for freedom and equality . . . [and] remind young white peo-

ple of their vainglorious past.” Yale historian Robin Winks said that to destroy 

the monument would constitute an Orwellian revision of history, while to 

leave it in place offered a daily insult to black citizens. He proposed moving 

the monument to a museum. Perhaps the most bizarre suggestion called for 

moving the monument to a site adjacent to the new Martin Luther King me-

morial, as its complement, to “remind everyone that this skirmish was fought 

for all who believe in equality above a life of oppression.”72

Most correspondents who identifi ed themselves as black, however, agreed 

with Judge Washington that the monument was offensive. M. D. Smith ridi-

culed the idea that it could be a marker of how far New Orleans had progressed. 

Why not bring back “White” and “Black” signs on public spaces or reinstitute 

segregation altogether to remind people of the sins of the past? “Only after the 

grinding up of the ‘white supremacy’ monument and the prosecution and con-

viction, if warranted, of those responsible for the Algiers killings can we begin 

to talk about ‘our progress in human relations,’ ” Smith argued. “If white people 

need these reminders of our repugnant past,” added Valward Marcelin, “then 

erect them in your churches and synagogues.” The Reverend Horace Dyer made 

the distinction, rarely heard in any of these debates over monuments, that 

there was a difference between knowing about historical events and com-

memorating or celebrating them. “This memorializes one of those moments 

in history we citizens of New Orleans would rather not be reminded of or see 

re- emphasized,” he wrote.73

In addition to those who framed the monument as a history lesson, oth-

ers began to raise the issue of heritage. The implication was that although his-

tory is debatable, heritage is not: it is the possession of a particular group of 

people who defi ne its content and cling to it as a part of their identity that can-

not be challenged but must be respected at all costs. In this way the issue of 

dual heritage was injected into the discussion in a manner that allowed white 

supporters of the monument to evade the question of the nature and mean-

ing of September 14, 1874, and the White League or of their implications for 

contemporary civil society. State legislator David Duke, an ousted Ku Klux 

Klan leader who brought six members of his National Association for the Ad-

vancement of White People to demonstrate at the monument, fi rst raised the 

issue. “We’re just trying to protect our heritage and preserve a part of history,” 
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Duke said in a demonstration at the monument in early January 1981. Oddly, 

Duke likened the threatened removal of the Liberty Monument to the destruc-

tion of monuments to the recently deposed shah of Iran by revolutionaries.74

The mayor and the council, then, were presented with a dilemma simi-

lar to that faced by Selma’s city council. The monument stood on public 

ground and it was city property. The city council had authorized its construc-

tion in 1882. City offi cials had presided over anniversaries of September 14 

many times over the preceding century. The city performed the day- to- day 

task of maintaining the site, and at least twice, in the 1950s and 1970s, it had 

removed the monument for repair. Was this a proper use of city funds?

More important, what about the monument’s message and the city’s role 

in propagating it? Although monument advocates often raised the issue of 

free speech, no one proposed suppressing anyone’s right to speak. Few peo-

ple objected to the monument’s standing on private land or to its being 

placed in a museum. Rather, the issue was what speech, if any, public author-

ities should promote. Should the White League monument be held forth by 

the city as either a positive or a negative lesson? If it were to remain, how 

should it be presented?75

African Americans, an increasingly vocal political constituency in New 

Orleans, were almost unanimously against continuing to display the monu-

ment on city land. An equally outspoken group of whites wanted to retain it, 

and the white members of the city council acted unwaveringly on their be-

half. Initially the council voted to remove all inscriptions that had been added 

after the original erection of the white supremacist monument. This would 

include not only the 1932 additions but Landrieu’s apologetic 1974 plaque. Ul-

timately, the pro- monument council members resorted to a tactic that has 

since become widespread in Southern states as a way to stave off the possibil-

ity that African Americans might alter the memorial landscape: they passed 

an ordinance that forbade the removal without the city council’s permission 

of any public monument that had the council had originally approved. At the 

same time, the council added an amendment that would allow the mayor, 

“with the concurrence of the council, to remove from any statue ‘any wording 

that is demeaning or derogatory to any racial or ethnic groups.’ ” Jim Singleton, 

the councilman who proposed the amendment, also suggested that the 

names of those killed by the White League should be added to those of dead 

insurrectionists.76

The decision, which the Times- Picayune declared “a reasonable solution 

of a divisive controversy,” was actually a double victory for supporters of the 
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White League monument. Not only was the monument saved, but in simply 

removing the “bigoted language” added in 1932, the council implicitly ac-

cepted the claim that white supremacy was an unfortunate distraction rath-

er than intrinsic to the signifi cance of the White League and the Battle of 

Liberty Place. In fact, as local columnist James Gill pointed out, “Nobody at the 

time would have recognized the distinction.” Nor did anyone acknowledge 

that the monument had accumulated meanings over time, not only through 

the addition of the 1932 and 1974 inscriptions, but as the chosen site of com-

memorative rituals and public gatherings over nearly a century. Instead, the 

monument was assumed to have a simple, original meaning that could be 

separated from subsequent interpretations. The “original” meaning that the 

city council endorsed was the one defi ned by whites. So white New Orleani-

ans’ reverence for their ancestors prevailed over African American interpre-

tations, which were better grounded in the historical record, and African 

American sensibilities, which most people acknowledged were legitimately 

offended by the monument.77

Less than a decade later the issue arose again. This time it received broad 

national coverage, although little new was said. After a struggle between the 

African American mayor, Sidney Barthelmy, and Peggy Wilson, a conserv-

ative white city councilwoman, the city had removed the Liberty Monument 

from its site—not the original site but a new one chosen in 1967 to allow the 

construction of the World Trade Mart at the foot of Canal Street—to permit 

construction in the Canal Street neutral ground (median). In 1981, when he 

was a councilman, Barthelmy told a reporter, “Whether that monument is re-

moved or not, it will not change the life of anybody,” but as mayor he took a 

different position. Now Barthelmy hoped that the monument could be left in 

the warehouse, but monument supporters thwarted him. Drawing on the 

early 1980s arguments about history and heritage, they appealed to the State 

Historic Preservation Offi ce (SHPO) for support. Because the improvements 

to the monument’s site were undertaken partly with federal funds, the SHPO 

had jurisdiction over historic sites in the work area. Leslie Tassin, the state his-

toric preservation offi cer, extracted a promise to return the monument to a 

site “within the area determined to be historically appropriate to the site of 

the battle.”78

The city, the SHPO, and the national Advisory Council on Historic Preser-

vation wrangled over the monument’s fate for four more years. The city agreed 

in 1990 to reerect the statue in May 1991 but in the meantime asked the Lou-

isiana State Museum to take it. The museum refused. A series of deadline ex-
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tensions followed, along with a suit initiated by Francis J. Shubert, a David 

Duke ally, seeking to force the reerection of the monument on its original site. 

This led to an order from the Federal District Court to pick a site by December 

9, 1992, and to reerect the monument by January 20. It was fi nally restored to 

public view on February 10, 1993, after years of contention between the SHPO 

and the city over an acceptable site.79

The reinstalled monument will perplex anyone unfamiliar with its late- 

twentieth- century vicissitudes. It retains most of its earlier inscriptions, ex-

cept that the 1932 texts explicitly celebrating white supremacy have been 

replaced by conspicuous, highly polished, blank marble inserts that contrast 

with the color and texture of the original stone. A new panel at the front of 

the base dedicates the monument to “those Americans on both sides of the 

confl ict who died in the Battle of Liberty Place.” It records the names of the 

metropolitan police who were killed, then concludes that this was “A 

Confl ict of the Past That Should Teach Us Lessons for the Future.” As with 

the reduction of the Civil War to an abstract exercise of duty and valor on 

both sides, the plaque removes all content from the events of September 

14 and reduces them to an unspecifi ed lesson. In this manner, the White 

League descendants’ refusal to see the battle as a racialized struggle contin-

ues to be respected. Yet this was not enough for monument supporters, who 

saw the added inscription as an “insult.” Attorneys for Shubert and for the 

Louisiana Landmarks Society objected to the attachment of additional in-

scriptions to the monument, and one correspondent, using a trope common 

among neo- Confederates, called the new inscription an insult “equivalent to 

placing a memorial to the British army to [sic] the base of the Washington 

Monument.”80

The monument’s siting tells a different story. The new location at the riv-

er end of Iberville Street is close to the White League monument’s original site 

but not visible from it. It stands in a small space bounded by an enormous 

tourists’ parking lot, the entry to a shopping mall’s parking structure, and the 

Public Belt Railroad track. The rear of the mall and the rear of the Audubon 

Aquarium of the Americas, a tourist attraction built near the Mississippi River 

levee, overlook it. Chain- link fence surrounds the obelisk on three sides in such 

a manner that it appears to be inaccessible until one is quite close. In contrast 

to the pusillanimous inscription, the site and presentation of the monument 

seem to be a petulant response to the preservationists’ and supremacists’ le-

gal victory. As Mayor Barthelmy’s aide noted, “At least we got it somewhere 

out of view.”81
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The reinstallation of the monument was not the end of the struggle. Van-

dals quickly responded, twice covering the monument with sheets that 

evoked Ku Klux Klan robes, spray- painting it, and eventually knocking off one 

of the four corner colonnettes that bracketed the original inscription panels. 

(All are now gone.) On March 7, 1993, the Friends of the Liberty Monument 

staged a “rededication ceremony” at the new site. Again confl ating the Con-

federacy and the 1874 battle, the ceremony began with the waving of the 

Confederate, Louisiana, and United States flags, followed by prayers and 

speeches. David Duke was the featured speaker. About forty protesters con-

fronted the fi fty attendees and scuffl ed with police who attempted to keep 

them away from the demonstration. In the struggle, the Reverend Avery Al-

exander, an eighty- two- year- old state representative and icon of the New Or-

leans civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s, was dragged away in a 

choke hold. At the end of the day, the Friends group announced its intention 

to revive the September 14 ceremonies at the monument.82

The black- majority city council was no more willing to concede defeat. 

At its April 15 meeting Council President Dorothy Mae Taylor introduced an 

ordinance that would create a procedure for removing monuments or works 

of art of any sort “that honor violence or ethnic prejudice.” The measure 

passed fi ve to two over the opposition of three white members, one of whom 

ultimately voted for it. The ordinance established a series of criteria by which 

a monument could be assessed, including whether it “ ‘honors, praises or fos-

ters’ ideologies in confl ict with Constitutional guarantees of equal protection, 

whether it has or might become the site of violent demonstrations or be reg-

ularly vandalized,” and whether it would therefore become a security risk 

that outweighed its historical or architectural value. The council would then 

consult with various historical and preservation agencies and make its deci-

sion. Under the auspices of the new ordinance, the city council referred the 

case of the White League monument to the city’s Human Relations Commis-

sion for adjudication.83

At two public hearings in which experts, interested parties, and mem-

bers of the public at large (including some of each category, such as David 

Duke, who spoke at both) were invited to comment on whether the White 

League monument met the criteria set forth in the new law to be declared a 

nuisance. Historians from most of the city’s universities commented, as did 

Tassin, by now the former state historic preservation offi cer, a public- school 

teacher, and a representative of the Louisiana Landmarks Society. Historian 

Lawrence Powell’s “Concrete Symbol” article on the malign signifi cance of the 
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monument was entered into the record, as were historian Judith Schafer’s 

more mixed assessment and a newsletter of the South Louisiana [White] Cit-

izens Council that averred that “The constitution of the White League . . . 

made no reference to ‘White Supremacy,’ ” citing Landry’s carefully edited ac-

count as evidence. The customary arguments—dual heritage, the inviolabil-

ity of history, the White League’s moral imperative—were rehearsed. The 

only surprise arose when Duke argued that the attempt to remove the mon-

ument was “Nazi- like,” which provoked the rabbi who chaired the hearing to 

ask incredulously, “Were you condemning acts of Nazism?” Duke replied that 

he “freely condemn[ed] Nazism . . . Nazis are the ones that try to change his-

tory. The monument is part of our history and should be preserved.”84

While most commenters either supported the monument’s retention as 

an innocent symbol of valor or argued for its removal as a racist relic, the 

Landmarks Society representative tread a middle line, arguing that it should 

be left in place as the centerpiece of an “urban park for racial justice. Use it to 

explain, learn and remember.” At the end of each hearing, the Commission 

took a vote of the audience. At the fi rst, 20 people, all but one from New Or-

leans, wanted the monument removed. Among the 12 opponents of removal 

were four people from suburban Metairie, including Duke. At the second 

meeting, 25 people (all but two from New Orleans) voted for removal, while 

17 supported its retention, including 5 from Metairie, 1 from Slidell, and 1 

from Washington, D.C.85

The Commission concluded that the White League monument met all of 

the council’s criteria for nuisance status. It celebrated racist ideologies, white 

supremacy, the denial of equal rights, and violence against established au-

thorities, and it posed the potential for attracting violence and incurring costs 

that outran its historical or aesthetic value. “The stone obelisk that remains a 

visible symbol [of racism, white supremacy, and segregation] should enjoy 

no greater immunity than the [Jim Crow] laws themselves,” the Commission-

ers concluded. “The citizens of the 1890’s [sic] and 1930’s were free to pick and 

choose their own heros [sic] and select the manner in which they were to be 

memorialized. The citizens of the 1990’s [sic] should be free to exercise their 

own judgement [sic] in the same manner. Their rights are not fewer for hav-

ing come later.” Thus, they concluded, the White League monument should 

be dismantled and placed in a warehouse until a museum could be found 

that would accept it.86

Armed with the Human Rights Commission’s fi ndings, the city acted to 

remove the monument. City offi cials believed that the federal requirement 
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to display it did not stipulate the length of time for which it must be visible. 

“It wasn’t intended to be a ruling for all time,” said a Deputy City Attorney, 

who concluded that the few months between its re- erection and the Com-

mission’s report was enough to satisfy the court order. On July 15, the Coun-

cil voted 6 to 1 to remove the obelisk but acknowledged that nothing would 

happen soon, since the city would have to consult historical and preservation 

agencies as stipulated in the ordinance. City attorneys then fi led suit in fed-

eral court seeking a judgment allowing the city to remove the monument. 

The council vote and the suit defused confl icts at the revived Battle of Liberty 

Place ceremony in September, since opponents believed that the monu-

ment’s removal was imminent. But that was not to be. In December 1993 the 

suit was effectively consigned to limbo when the African American judge 

who was hearing it recused herself on the grounds that she had participated 

in the 1974 demonstrations against the memorial. “I could not in good con-

science sign a judgment that would allow the monument to say,” Civil District 

Judge Yada Magee wrote. The following March, a new judge ruled on several 

technical motions, but there was no prospect of a trial in sight. The White 

League monument continues to occupy an obscure corner of New Orleans for 

those who care to make the effort to seek it out. They will fi nd a battered, sad- 

looking column with patches in incongruous colors, visibly missing parts, 

and a large, ambiguously worded plaque at the base.87

At the White League monument, as in Selma, debate was grounded in the 

assumptions established by white Southerners in the late nineteenth centu-

ry that de- racialized confl icts whose inescapable origins lay in racial domina-

tion and hierarchy. Ex- Confederates in the post- Civil War years worked hard 

to establish their interpretation as the “true” history of the Civil War and Re-

construction, an endeavor shared by the defenders of the white- supremacy 

monument in the late twentieth century. At that time, older arguments based 

on abstract claims to principle and military valor were reinforced by a new 

set of abstractions revolving around the immutability of “history” and the in-

violability of “heritage.” Some white Southerners began to claim the Confed-

eracy and its legacy as a cultural heritage separate from, parallel to, and of 

equal value to African American culture, or possibly equally offensive as 

African American culture. At the city council meeting at which the procedure 

for removing monuments was enacted, Friends of Liberty Monument head 

Hope Lubrano argued that if the White League monument were to go, so 

should the monument to Martin Luther King Jr., which was “ ‘offensive to the 

white community.’ ”88
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The idea of separate heritages, which had arisen in the nineteenth cen-

tury when whites claimed the Confederacy as their own, was then trans-

formed in the late twentieth century by the language of multiculturalism. 

Unable to ignore African American culture altogether, and tacitly acknowl-

edging that the Confederacy was not something that blacks could embrace 

(despite the contradictory claim that thousands of African Americans fought 

for the South), African American culture was acknowledged as a second ma-

jor heritage of the modern South. A few, like the South Carolina legislator who 

saw the civil rights movement and the Confederacy as comparable and intel-

lectually and politically compatible struggles for freedom, sought to bridge 

the two. Most, however, saw it differently. They were willing to acknowledge 

that there were different views of the past: one supporter of the White 

League held out Landry’s white supremacist apology as a source for the 

“facts” and for “Northern, Southern, white people and black peoples’ sides to 

the story.” Nevertheless, whites’ interpretations of their forebears’ motives 

and actions were not to be challenged. History and heritage were framed as 

content- neutral terms to defl ect criticism. In this regard, the apparently ob-

jective inclusivity of historic preservation law and administration served, 

usually inadvertently but occasionally intentionally, to bolster the monu-

ment supporters’ case. It allowed a political problem—the question of which 

aspects of history deserved the public celebration and offi cial approbation 

implied by display on public land—to be defl ected by legal technicalities. This 

is the climate within which civil rights and African American history memo-

rials are created.89
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Monuments are supposed to inspire.

— DOW HARRIS, AT THE UNVEILING OF THE SAVANNAH AFRICAN AMERICAN 

MONUMENT, JULY 27, 2002

In the past half century, Caroline County, a rural county in northeastern Vir-

ginia, has been drawn into the orbits of Washington, DC, and Richmond. Only 

1.4 percent of the working population now farms in a county that was once 

primarily devoted to agriculture. The largest segment of employed peo-

ple—33 percent—work for the many government agencies in Richmond and 

Washington. The population reached just under 30,000 in 2010, the largest it 

had ever been, and it has grown rapidly, by 15 percent in the 1990s and 29 

percent in the 2000s. This marked a dramatic reversal over the fi rst half of the 

twentieth century. In 1950, after decades of steady population loss, Caroline 

reached its lowest recorded population since the United States Census began 

in 1790, bottoming out at 12,471.1

As the population grew, its racial composition changed. Caroline was 

once a majority- black county, but by 2000 whites comprised 56 percent of its 

22,000 people. In that year members of the county’s newly appointed Tour-

ism Advisory Committee proposed a monument for the courthouse lawn 

that would celebrate Caroline’s rich African American history. As often hap-

pens, the commemorative impulse was linked to economic development con-

cerns. If the Tourism Corporation of Virginia were to accredit the county, it 

would receive increased state support for tourism, and the Tourism Corpora-

tion was known to be interested in promoting Virginia’s African American 

past. But the Caroline committee members were also genuinely interested in 

local black history, and they persevered in their quest ardently enough that 

the county abolished the committee after three eventful months of offi cial 

and public confl ict over the monument’s inscription.2

CHAPTER 2 {ACCENTUATE THE POSITIVE
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The proposed design was modest. Two sides of a four- sided stone of unde-

termined shape would recount events in the county’s African American past, 

one focusing specifi cally on Gabriel’s Rebellion, an abortive slave uprising that 

was to have occurred in Caroline and other parts of Tidewater Virginia (although 

organized in Henrico County) in August 1800. A third side would be devoted to 

the 1959 conviction of Mildred Jeter, a woman of mixed black and Native Amer-

ican descent, and Richard Loving, a white man, for violating Virginia’s Racial In-

tegrity Act of 1924 by marrying. The Caroline County Circuit Court expelled 

them from Virginia for twenty- fi ve years under threat of imprisonment. The 

Lovings’ conviction was overturned by the US Supreme Court in 1967, a decision 

that struck down laws against “miscegenation” nationally. The fourth side of the 

proposed monument would remain blank, available to commemorate future 

events.3

Almost immediately, longtime county residents voiced objections to the 

proposed monument. The inclusion of the Lovings provoked the fi rst resis-

tance. “We learned that there were some folks, black and white, who did not 

agree with interracial marriage, and that at this moment in history we were 

not prepared to jeopardize the entire project to argue that point,” said Stan 

Beason, one of the monument’s prime movers. One conspicuous opponent 

was Garnett Brooks, who told a reporter that the monument would “divide 

the county. There’s going to be a race riot.” Brooks was the sheriff in 1958, 

when he was “glad” to obey the county commonwealth’s attorney’s request 

to raid the couple’s home and arrest them for violating “the peace and digni-

ty of the Commonwealth.” “I was acting according to the law at the time, and 

I still think it should be on the books,” he told a reporter on the twenty- fi fth 

anniversary of the Supreme Court decision. According to some accounts, 

Brooks threatened to shoot Beason for wishing to honor the Lovings. The 

county supervisors decided to place a plaque commemorating the decision 

in the courtroom in which the Lovings had been convicted. Brooks opposed 

that as well.4

The Lovings were shunted aside more easily than Gabriel, whose pro-

posed inclusion on the monument sparked a debate that lasted from October 

to December of 2000. Gabriel, a trained blacksmith and a literate man, was 

born near Richmond in 1776 and enslaved to Thomas Prosser. Inspired by the 

rhetoric of the American revolutionary era and the example of Haiti’s revolu-

tion, Gabriel planned an uprising against the merchants of central Virginia. 

An ill- timed storm prevented the revolution from beginning, and the plan 

was betrayed by a slave who had refused to participate. Gabriel and nearly 
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thirty other men, free and enslaved, including fi ve from Caroline County, 

were hanged.5

Both Thomas Jefferson and James Monroe were discomfited by the 

execution of men seeking freedom. “The other states and the world at large 

will forever condemn us if we indulge a principle of revenge, or go one step 

beyond absolute necessity,” Jefferson told Monroe, who was then governor 

of Virginia. “They cannot lose sight of the rights of the two parties, and the 

object of the unsuccessful one.” The Caroline County Board of Supervisors 

was similarly nonplussed. While the most vocal county residents—those 

who attended and spoke at two hearings, as well as writers of letters to the 

editor and the editors of the Fredericksburg Free Lance- Star, the largest news-

paper in the region—supported the inclusion of Gabriel, the county’s super-

visors voted four to one against it on November 16, 2000. All of the board’s 

whites voted no, although one said that he supported the idea but didn’t 

want the project to be abandoned altogether in the face of demands for 

Gabriel’s inclusion. But the spokesman for the anti- Gabriel majority through-

out the controversy was Calvin B. Taylor Jr., a junior high school vice principal, 

a Democrat, and an African American supervisor serving a majority white 

district.6

The proponents initially argued on the standard grounds of historical 

truth, or the “whole truth,” and, as in other such controversies, equated the pro-

posed monument with “history.” “The denying of Prosser’s name on the mon-

ument is denying him his place in history,” according to one letter to the Fred-

ericksburg paper. Another referred to Gabriel’s inclusion as “the true 

representation of African- American history in Caroline County.” They could 

only attribute Taylor’s contrary position to fear of his white constituents’ wrath 

or to his being as out of touch with black concerns as “a white racist from Mis-

sissippi.” Neo- Confederate opponents offered the complementary argument 

that the inclusion, and the monument itself, were intended to obscure the 

county’s Confederate glory. It was part of a plot by the NAACP, a “grander, 

multi- state scheme to detract from or ban recognition of Confederate soldiers 

and sailors.” Beason, the Tourism Advisory Committee chair, responded that 

he was a white Southerner (and although he didn’t mention it here, a noted 

antiabortion activist) and a Confederate reenactor. Yet he believed that the 

new monument would treat history “evenly and fairly [and] would protect ev-

eryone’s monuments.”7

Calvin Taylor’s arguments against the inclusion of Gabriel shifted the de-

bate to the role of violence in achieving social change. Taylor argued that 
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while the goal of freedom was admirable, the means Gabriel chose were not. 

“The building of a monument brings glory and honor to an individual or 

a group,” he explained in an op- ed column that showed a grasp of the differ-

ence between history writing and monument building that often eludes par-

ticipants in such controversies. “I have a grave concern about the bestowal of 

an honor on a group that planned to take human life and destroy property.”8

Each side framed violence in a particular, sometimes unarticulated, al-

ways unexamined way. Those who wanted Gabriel’s Rebellion mentioned lo-

cated it in an American history fi lled with violent confl icts over an undefi ned 

“freedom.” The American revolutionaries and the Confederates were both ex-

amples, as were Gabriel’s followers. “America was started on violence,” Irene 

Fields reminded the supervisors after the vote. “George Washington fought 

in the Revolutionary War and went down as a hero. . . . No freedom was ever 

won without violence.” “During Gabriel’s lifetime, Patrick Henry was lionized 

for saying . . . ‘give me liberty or give me death!’ ” Milton Carey, a retired army 

lieutenant colonel and an African American, reminded readers of the Free 

Lance- Star. A columnist for the same paper pointed out that the Confederate 

monument on the courthouse lawn honored men who also imagined that 

they were fi ghting for freedom, albeit the freedom to enslave others.9

The incommensurability of the three freedom struggles did not disturb 

many of those who wished to recognize Gabriel, because they were all treated 

implicitly as heroic episodes in settled confl icts. The American colonies had 

won their independence, the Confederacy had been defeated, and the slaves 

were free. They were all now “heritage,” a marketable commodity that had lit-

tle to do with living human beings. Moreover, they could be subsumed under 

the uncritical admiration of all things and people military that has character-

ized American political culture since at least the late nineteenth century (see 

chapter 1). In that sense the disparity of the fi ghts could be seen as a uniting 

factor. “We are a nation of rebels, Spartacus- sprung, a family of mutinous 

cousins who ought to respect each other’s particular quests for freedom,” the 

editors of the Free Lance- Star instructed their readers. To see contradictions be-

tween, say, the Confederate cause and Gabriel’s cause constituted a “failure to 

recognize spiritual kin through the camoufl age of foe. Thus, today’s stewards 

of the Stars and Bars should be in the forefront of those fi ghting for Gabriel’s 

place in bronze, and Gabriel’s defenders should protect the images of Lee and 

Jackson and Mosby.”10

Such a view assumes that righteous violence is directed outward (toward 

British or Yankees) or toward foes no longer living (slaveholders). It does not 
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recognize, for example, that many colonists opposed the Revolution or that 

to their own detriment many white Southerners opposed secession and slav-

ery. This view defi nes freedom fi ghting as violence that is not really violence. 

It overlooks the many wars the nation has fought for less exalted purposes 

over the course of its history. No one on any side mentioned those. “We teach 

the youth of this community to avoid violence,” Taylor said, although those 

who enlist in the military are commonly celebrated as heroes. Many support-

ers of Gabriel’s recognition, that is, could condone the intended violence of 

the uprising because it fi tted into received categories that did not provoke 

critical scrutiny. Moreover, as the text was initially to have read, “The only vi-

olence that ensued . . . was the execution of slaves.” They were “infl uenced by 

instincts that may have unintentional tentacles in our history,” as the retired 

army offi cer Carey put it.11

Carey’s statement was actually directed toward the members of the su-

pervisors—Calvin Taylor and white supervisors Wayne Acors and Robert 

Farmer—who opposed celebrating Gabriel’s Rebellion on the monument, im-

plying that they shared a residual, perhaps unconscious loyalty to white 

supremacy. Taylor, the most (and nearly the only) outspoken member of this 

group, implicitly saw Gabriel’s plan as a different, internal kind of violence: it 

represented the disruption of bonds of community and authority that he 

thought set a bad example. “We should have no part as a county in glorifying 

someone who wanted to kill whites and kidnap the governor,” he told a re-

porter. In common with his opponents, Taylor saw Gabriel’s Rebellion as a 

black- versus- white confl ict. By contrast, historian Douglas Egerton portrayed 

it as an uprising of radical against conservative republicans. In his view, Ga-

briel and his associates hoped that working- class whites as well as enslaved 

blacks would rise against their mutual oppressors. According to testimony at 

his own and other conspirators’ trails, Gabriel believed that a quick and effec-

tive strike on Richmond would lead sympathetic whites to join his band and 

would lead the Federalist “merchants,” whom he identifi ed as his principal 

foes, to negotiate with him and ultimately to admit blacks into the republican 

polity. As Egerton argued, “He dreamed of overturning his central class rela-

tionship in his society, but not that society itself.” As it marched behind a fl ag 

to be inscribed “death or Liberty,” Gabriel’s army was to spare Quakers, Meth-

odists, and French people, all of whom Gabriel believed would be friendly to 

his cause. Another rebel told those who condemned him that he had “nothing 

more to offer than what General Washington would have had to offer, had he 

been taken by the British and put to trial.”12
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Egerton’s interpretation of Gabriel’s Rebellion was published in 1993 in 

a very readable book that was readily available at the time of the Caroline 

County controversy. Had it been introduced by the monument’s proponents 

or by the newspaper editorialists and columnists who professed to sort out 

the matter, the pro- Gabriel forces might have carried the day. Certainly the 

discussion would have taken a different turn. The point is not that this is the 

“truth” about Gabriel’s Rebellion—a more recent book by another historian 

challenges it—or that the Caroline County debaters should have referred to 

it, but that none chose to follow the historical record that far. The issue was 

not really Gabriel’s Rebellion but conceptions of contemporary Caroline 

County’s racial relations and their implications for politics in a rapidly chang-

ing county. It was about ongoing tensions between blacks and whites, na-

tives and newcomers, and ways to defuse them.13

To Taylor as a politician seeking consensus, as a school administrator per-

haps worried about the socialization of his charges, and as a citizen himself, 

government should strive to reinforce communal bonds. Part of this consen-

sus building was to avoid offending any portion of the body politic. “I . . . have 

a concern about the negative feelings that would be generated among vari-

ous groups of county residents,” he wrote in his op- ed column. “The govern-

ing body should promote peace and harmony among residents rather than 

separation and confl ict.”14

Monuments were part of government’s project of political education and 

communal conciliation. They should not offer “contents that citizens fi nd offen-

sive,” even if the potential offense was to those who still did not accept interra-

cial marriage or even the end of legal segregation. More than that, monuments 

should offer a positive vision of the community. They should “speak to achieve-

ments and contributions, I would not view a failed rebellion in which 26 people 

were executed as an achievement or a contribution.”15

Taylor’s view, then, was somewhat more pessimistic than that of the 

supporters of Gabriel and the Lovings. Both sides saw the planned monu-

ment as a unifi er, but the pro- Gabriel party thought it would do so by remind-

ing viewers of common dreams of freedom and of old wrongs overcome. Tay-

lor assumed a society whose racial fabric was still fragile, in which the 

mention of past wrongs or of violent efforts to confront them could lead to 

“havoc and unrest.”16

A third position, one that differed from the wishful or pessimistic por-

traits of communal unity that the main contestants articulated, also emerg-

es in the published accounts of the debate. A vocal faction of the supporters 
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of the monument and of the inclusion of Gabriel saw it as an important ac-

knowledgment of the African American presence in Caroline. They wanted 

blacks to be recognized visibly on the courthouse lawn in Bowling Green, 

where only a memorial to the county’s Confederates stood. These citizens 

moved to the forefront when the board of supervisors abruptly devised a new 

solution to the problem. The board ruled Gabriel out for good by observing 

that he did not live in Caroline and that his actions were only tangentially re-

lated to the county. (When a reporter pointed out to Taylor that Captain John 

Smith, who had even less to do with the county, would be listed, the supervi-

sor replied, “That might have gotten by me.”) The board majority, which again 

comprised Taylor, Acors, and Farmer, ruled that instead of a black history 

monument, the new memorial would be “multicultural.” Two sides would be 

devoted to African Americans, one to the county’s Quakers, who were early 

abolitionists, and one to other ethnic groups who lived in the county, includ-

ing Native Americans. No one had asked the Quakers or the Native Americans 

how they felt about this inclusion. There had been no Quaker congregation 

in the county since the nineteenth century, but the nearest member of the 

denomination reporters could fi nd was delighted by the Friends’ inclusion. 

Local Native Americans, who did still live in the county (Mildred Loving con-

sidered herself one), wanted nothing to do with the plan. “Get it right,” said 

Rappahannock tribe member Alfred Parker. “Don’t put us on as an after-

thought. We do not want to be part of their dilemma.”17

At this point those who wanted African Americans to be emphasized en-

tered the debate with renewed energy. They requested that they be allowed 

to erect a monument at their own expense that would be equal in size to the 

Confederate memorial, but the supervisors were now firmly set against 

markers that honored single groups. “The courthouse lawn does not belong 

just to African Americans,” Taylor asserted. “It belongs to the whole county. I 

don’t think we should be sponsoring separation on public property.” In addi-

tion, Taylor and Acors added, the multicultural solution was an economical 

one for a county that could barely afford one monument.18

After county staff could not devise a satisfactory text for the revised 

monument, the supervisors attempted to forestall criticism by turning the 

task over to an all- black Multi- Cultural Monument Committee. Each of 

the fi ve supervisors appointed one person from his own district. The group 

included two of the most prominent advocates of the original monument, 

Mark Garner and local NAACP head Linda Thomas, as well as three other 

people who averred that they had no preconceptions about the result. After 
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two months’ work, they delivered their fi nd-

ings to the board of supervisors, which accept-

ed their proposal by a vote of four to one, ex-

cept for three unspecifi ed “invalidated” items 

whose veracity was questioned by the county 

administrator’s staff researchers.19

The fi nal text was predictably bland (fi g. 

17; and see appendix 1). One face stressed the 

presence of people of African descent in colo-

nial and nineteenth- century Caroline County, 

pointing out that many had fought for the 

Union and that after the Civil War, “people of 

color became landowners, entrepreneurs and 

government officials.” Gabriel was not men-

tioned, although the monument noted that 

“many slaves of Caroline County were execut-

ed for their participation in slave uprisings or 

rebellions.” A second face was devoted to Caro-

line Quakers. Although it mentioned their opposition to slavery, half of the 

text recounted Friends’ economic accomplishments. The third side carried the 

“multicultural” text. It noted the presence of Native Americans (situating 

them in the contact period) and the arrival of English, Scots, Irish, Italians, Hu-

guenots, Germans, Jews, and Slovaks over the centuries.20

The fourth side, “dedicated to the history, culture and heritage of African- 

American citizens of Caroline,” is the most revealing. It stresses achievement 

in the form of a list of middle- class blacks who had been the fi rst of their race 

on the school board, on the board of supervisors, and in other public offi ces. 

Many were still alive, and some still held the offi ces that earned them their 

places on the list. Last named was Mildred Loving, “who along with her hus-

band Richard, helped strike down laws prohibiting interracial marriage in the 

United States.” Taylor had “no problem” with the Lovings’ inclusion at the end 

of a list of black offi ceholders. It reframed the lower- class couple’s persecution 

at the hands of Caroline County offi cials, one that required the intervention 

of the nation’s highest court, as one of many positive achievements of Caro-

line’s black middle class.21

This solution, argued Lydell Fortune, dilutes “this strong message [about 

the role of blacks in Caroline] by turning it into a monument that really 

commemorates nothing,” a monument that “no one in the county really 

Fig. 17. Untitled (“Multicultural Monu-
ment”) (Carroll Memorials, 2004), Bowling 
Green, Virginia. Photo: Dell Upton.
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wants.” The NAACP, with Fortune as its attorney, sued the county to prevent 

the erection of the multicultural monument. The plaintiffs complained that 

their project was effectively being censored. Yet it would stand in the shadow 

of a Confederate monument whose text reflected the views of early- 

twentieth- century white supremacists and of a new veterans’ memorial 

clock and a mural depicting the Union occupation of the town, none of which 

was subjected to the micromanagement that the black history monument 

had endured. The county seemed to be enforcing a double standard that vio-

lated the plaintiffs’ Fourteenth Amendment rights to equal protection under 

the law. Their suit was dismissed in June 2003, and the debate effectively 

ended. A year later, the multicultural monument (it has no offi cial name) was 

dedicated before a hundred people on the courthouse lawn. Having won all 

of his points, Taylor was magnanimous: “Anytime you embark on new terri-

tory you’re going to have differences of opinion. That’s OK. People’s don’t al-

ways have to agree.”22

As historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage noted in his discussion of the Bowling 

Green monument, the controversy could not be explained using neat racial 

categories, although race was an ever- present catalyst. Like the organizers of 

many black history monuments, Caroline’s Tourism Advisory Committee and 

its supporters saw their monument as a record of past achievements leading 

to a present in which the long list of achievers included on the monument 

could become important fi gures in the county. The original proposal, to de-

vote a side of the monument to Gabriel’s Rebellion and one to the Loving case, 

was the product of a Tourism Advisory Committee that had ten white and 

two black members. Stan Beason, a white man, and Linda Thomas, a black 

woman, were the two most vocal advocates of the initial scheme.23

A clearer division marked views of the nature of social change and the roles 

of various agents in bringing it about. The list of achievers emphasizes the grad-

ual progress of the community building efforts described on the other three 

sides of the monument. It is a story of achievement within a relatively benign 

social order. In general, the processes by which Caroline changed from a slave 

society to a free one are unmentioned and the people who brought about 

change are deemphasized. The Quakers are recognized for their abolitionist 

views, but those who challenged the foundations of the socioeconomic order—

Gabriel, the Lovings, even black Union soldiers—are treated in a muted manner. 

Some of the opposition to the inscription was based on this dichotomy—that 

the Quakers, long gone from the county, were explicitly recognized as agents of 

change while black self- liberation was slighted.
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Overtones of social class transcended racial divisions. Like many monu-

ments, the emphasis on achievement implies that educated people bring 

about change. In many parts of the South, middle- class blacks struggled dur-

ing and after the civil rights confl icts of the 1950s and 1960s to maintain or 

to regain their status as community leaders (see below, chapter 4). It is likely 

that some middle- class African Americans shared ex- sheriff Garnett Brooks’s 

opinion of the Lovings, who after all brought about the single greatest change 

in the Caroline County social order. Brooks dismissed the Loving case as in-

consequential. “If they’d been outstanding people, I would have thought 

something about it. . . . But with the caliber of those people, it didn’t matter. 

They were both low- class.”24

But it was the supervisors who had the last word, and they were politi-

cians concerned above all to manage a political regime that would back 

development in a growing but relatively poor county. Recall that the monu-

ment proposal was originally tied to access to state funds for tourism devel-

opment. It was meant to be placed on the courthouse lawn as part of a 

$150,000 renovation plan. Whether or not they were thinking explicitly of 

their own prospects for reelection, as some locals accused Calvin Taylor of do-

ing, the supervisors realized that substantial consensus was needed to carry 

out their development plans and that this could be endangered by a divisive 

fi ght over the nature of Caroline’s racial past. Given a choice of whom to of-

fend, the supervisors chose to anger those who wished to honor “a black man 

that African- Americans hold in highest esteem” rather than the uncounted, 

mostly silent constituency of whites still offended by racial integration, in-

terracial marriage, and the idea that slaves were not happy children. At about 

the time that Caroline’s board of supervisors refrained from offending whites, 

the board of supervisors in adjacent Henrico County dedicated a park to Ga-

briel. But also at that time the state’s transportation board voted unanimous-

ly to name two bridges in southwestern Virginia after Confederate soldiers. 

Although blacks were gaining a say in the monumental landscape, whites of-

ten continued to exercise a veto power, either because the legacy of white su-

premacy—Milton Carey’s “instincts that may have unintentional tentacles 

in our history”—was not yet exorcised or through some vaguer sense of the 

delicacy, real or imagined, of white sensibilities.25

Dissatisfaction with black invisibility in the commemorative landscape, a 

theme that runs through all of the stories recounted in this book, initiated a 

decade- long effort to create a memorial to African Americans in Savannah, 
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Georgia. The driving force behind the monument’s creation, Dr. Abigail Jor-

dan, recalled a day in 1991 when two black tourists asked her, “Of all these 

monuments in Savannah, why can’t we fi nd one, just one monument recog-

nizing African- Americans?” As a black Savannahan, Jordan was ashamed not 

to have noticed the absence. An inquiry to the city’s Park and Tree Commis-

sion revealed that there were forty- six monuments and historic memorials 

in the city, but none referred to African Americans.26

Jordan’s anecdote appeared in nearly every journalistic account of the 

monument building process and became the origin myth and explanation of 

Savannah’s African American Monument. It was a protest against invisibility. 

Many citizens’ comments in newspapers and in public hearings picked up the 

rationale, with commenters noting that they were “shocked” by blacks’ absence 

from Savannah’s commemorative landscape. Although there was widespread 

agreement in Savannah that there ought to be at least one monument to Afri-

can Americans, exactly how they should be represented monumentally was 

not systematically considered. Instead, a solution emerged almost by default, 

as Jordan and her supporters, the city government, and other interested parties 

tussled. Should the monument celebrate the progress of contemporary African 

Americans generally? Of contemporary African Americans in Savannah? Of 

specifi c people? Particular achievements, or progress in general? Was it a mon-

ument commemorating the horrors of enslavement or their transcendence? No 

one involved in the decade- long struggle ever articulated a clear vision of the 

purpose of the monument and its relation to the visual imagery that emerged 

over more than ten years of contention. Instead, confl icting interpretations 

were attached to the fi nal monument in ways that almost derailed it. Jordan 

and her African American Monument Association (AAMA) envisioned the 

monument purely as a gesture of social justice and historical reckoning, while 

the council, like the Caroline supervisors, thought in terms of political consen-

sus and the monument’s potential impact on the city’s tourist economy. In ad-

dition, personal animosities shaped the process in important ways and could 

be read in both personal accounts and offi cial documents. Rivalries and ambi-

tions, personality confl icts, intentional and unintentional misunderstandings, 

and even resentments and enmities that carried over from Savannah State Uni-

versity, the historically black local university where Jordan and many of the 

city’s political leaders worked at one time or another, shaped the creation of 

Savannah’s African American Monument. These divisions discouraged compro-

mise over procedural matters that might have been resolved easily had each 

side not been suspicious of the other.27
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Jordan noted in her autobiography that her encounter with the black 

tourists, which happened as she was sitting on the waterfront, led her to con-

template the old paving of the quay, where kidnapped Africans, perhaps even 

her own ancestors, had been brought into Savannah. She wanted to place her 

monument there, preferably on a spot that she believed enslaved Africans 

had crossed. She went “looking for a location . . . to place a small memorial ac-

knowledging the presence of African- Americans.” In 1991 she proposed to fi x 

an inscribed Plexiglas plaque atop a steel standard. The city demurred, object-

ing among other things that Plexiglas was an inappropriate material for out-

door display. In response, architect Eric Meyerhoff sketched a revised design 

with a marble plaque supported on a marble or granite base. Then- city man-

ager Arthur Mendonsa told Jordan that her marker belonged on a wall in a 

black church, a black cemetery, or a housing project rather than on the water-

front. He also told her that her preferred site on the Savannah waterfront was 

owned by the adjacent Hyatt Regency Hotel, which the manager of the hotel 

denied. Mendonsa’s explanation of the city’s rules for memorialization left 

Jordan “perplexed . . . and no doubt that was his intention.” It may be that the 

city manager was confused about the site’s ownership and thought the form 

or the proposed contents of the plaque better suited to private display than 

public memorialization, but in any event Jordan chose to see both statements 

as deliberate insults growing out of a confl ict she had had with the city man-

ager on an earlier occasion.28

Jordan then attempted a kind of guerrilla memorialization. She pur-

chased a small classical column of the sort customarily used to display pot-

ted plants and had a marble plaque engraved to place on top of it. Then she 

installed it on the waterfront in the dead of night. The city immediately re-

moved it.29

This initial improvised monument already exemplifi ed the confusion of 

goals and forms that characterized the entire decade- long process. Although 

Jordan wanted her plaque to be placed where she believed slaves had landed, 

the plaque had nothing to do with the slavery era. At the top is the name Con-

sortium of Doctors (COD), an organization for black women holders of doctor-

ates from accredited universities. Under it is the legend “Societas Docta 

(Dr. Abbie Jordan, Founder)” and the COD logo. A “Scroll of Perseverance/1992” 

includes the names of Eartha Kitt, Addie Byers, Dr. Debbye Turner, Dr. Harriett 

Bias-Insignares, and the Honorable Robbie Robinson. Byers was a Savannahan 

who responded to a governor’s threat to fire any teacher who joined the 

NAACP by taking out a life membership. Bias- Insignares is a Savannah- born 
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poet, while Savannah city councilman Robinson was killed by a package bomb 

in 1989. But the others had no connections to Savannah other than Jordan’s 

admiration for them. Turner was the fi rst black Miss America and a COD mem-

ber. Singer Eartha Kitt, who had been honored at the fi rst COD banquet, was 

included in recognition of her defi ance of President Lyndon B. Johnson during 

the Vietnam War years.30

Two issues stalled the project at the beginning. The fi rst was the approval 

process to which the “living memorial” should be subjected. The city council 

directed Jordan to obtain the approval of the city’s Historic Sites and Monu-

ments Commission (HSMC). In 1991, though, the commission was moribund. 

When it was revived, the HSMC enacted new criteria for memorialization that 

required those honored on public grounds to have a specifi c connection to 

Savannah and to have been dead for twenty- fi ve years. Jordan insisted that 

since her proposal had initially been offered when the HSMC was dormant 

and before it created its new criteria, her plaque should be exempt. The city 

disagreed. Her supporters’ frustration was exacerbated by the presence of 

living whites in the memorial landscape. The HSMC pronounced those monu-

ments irrelevant, since they had been erected before the new rules were writ-

ten. At one meeting, a member of the HSMC asked monument spokesman 

Leonard Smalls if he could live with the rule that honorees be dead for twenty- 

fi ve years.

Rev. Smalls said No. He said Mr. Rousakis was not dead and had the plaza [in 
which the monument was to be erected] named for him.

Members of the Commission stated that was a plaza.
Rev. Smalls said this was a Civil Rights Monument and many of their he-

ros [sic] are still alive.31

The city and the HSMC believed that they were applying objective stan-

dards even- handedly, whereas Jordan “thought the criteria was a form of rac-

ism.” “Criteria have nothing to do with race or ethnic group. The criteria were 

set up for guidelines,” HSMC member Pete Liakakis told the AAMA, which had 

been founded in 1996 to formalize the campaign. The Reverend Smalls ar-

gued that “people affect you whether they come to your city or not. The idea 

that you cannot build a monument to anyone other than people who came 

here and affected this particular community did not make a lot of sense to 

him. What about building a statue to George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, 

etc.” Liakakis responded that “the guidelines were taken from the Federal 

Government.” The subtext, which Smalls clearly perceived but which neither 

side articulated explicitly, was that fi gures such as Washington and Lincoln 
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were important to everyone, but the African American past was signifi cant 

only for black people and thus subject to more stringent rules of local rele-

vance. This assumption was reinforced by the AAMA’s insistence that it was 

their monument. Ivan Cohen, an AAMA stalwart, told the HSMC that “people 

should not be able to superimpose somebody’s name on someone else’s mon-

ument. He said there was no African American input when they put names 

on other monuments here.”32

The second, more lingering dispute concerned the names to be inscribed 

on the monument. Jordan modifi ed her list somewhat, retaining Byers, omit-

ting Robinson and Bias- Insignares, and adding Benjamin Clark, a local civil 

rights activist whose early death she attributed to mistreatment during the 

movement years, as well as Captain Sam Stevens, reputedly the fi rst black 

man to own a tourist boat in Savannah. She also retained non- Savannahans 

Turner and Kitt and added another outsider, Mae Jamison, a COD honoree as 

the fi rst black woman astronaut. Both the HSMC and the city council object-

ed vehemently to this list. Jordan countered at times with subterfuge, claim-

ing that the “outsiders” may have been connected to Savannah through their 

enslaved ancestors but that she lacked the resources to do the necessary 

research. At other times Jordan and her supporters argued that the list 

of names was an issue of black self- determination. Smalls told the HSMC 

that he was “bothered by the idea that White people would have to approve 

the names they select. He said it was a loss of self determination. . . . He 

said it would be tasteful, but that they wanted the right to put the list togeth-

er.” Later in the meeting, he repeated the point, telling the HSMC that the 

monument “was not only intended to depict the African American commu-

nity of Savannah, but that families [who] entered the port and dispersed 

throughout the nation would be depicted. He said the monument was to the 

descendants of every slave brought into the country. It would be a national 

monument.”33

The confl ict continued almost until the time that the memorial was ded-

icated. Jordan rejected a last- minute attempt by the city manager and inter-

ested members of the African American community not connected with the 

AAMA to resolve the impasse by offering to include her list of names on the 

walls enclosing the plaza where the monument stood. Since they would not 

be inscribed on the monument itself, the city could be satisfi ed that its rules 

had been followed while Jordan would have her names. In the end, faced with 

the prospect that the monument would be rejected altogether, Jordan agreed 

that no names would be included, under the face- saving pretext that they 
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would be chosen in the future and engraved then. The city council refused to 

accept her concession, treating it as a petition to change the monument as 

approved. They denied the change, sending the issue back to the HSMC. This 

was a serious setback for the monument but not a cancellation, as was report-

ed at the time.34

It is diffi cult to untangle struggles over the nature and purpose of the 

monument from personal rivalries and from cascading resentments engen-

dered during the long planning process. Jordan was quick to label anyone 

who opposed her on any detail of the monument an enemy. Her list of ene-

mies included Mendonsa, HSMC chair Lisa White, Mayor Floyd Adams, City 

Councilman David Jones, and Otis Johnson, a political activist and Savannah 

State administrator who later served as mayor. When an HSMC member 

asked why Eartha Kitt was included but W. W. Law, Savannah’s most promi-

nent civil rights leader, was not, “Dr. Jordan said they did not want to tell 

why—it was their secret.”35

The city’s response to Jordan’s challenges varied from the rude to the 

childishly insulting to outright attempts to seize the project from her. Meet-

ings about the monument were held either without her knowing of them or 

on too short notice for her to respond. In 1996, after wrangling with her for 

fi ve years over her preferred site, they gave it to the Hyatt Regency to build 

restrooms on, provoking demonstrations and the formal organization of the 

AAMA. When Jordan spoke to city council, some aldermen pointedly read 

newspapers during her presentations.36

In response to Jordan’s sweeping pronouncement that none of the pub-

lic memorials in Savannah honored African Americans, the city produced a 

somewhat trivial counterlist of several that did. While Jordan was clearly 

thinking of statues or sculptures, the city’s list encompassed every obscure 

plaque or inscription that mentioned any black person. They included a 

plaque commemorating Prince Hall Masons, “erected 1994, vandalized and 

removed a short time later”; a marker at the First Bryan Baptist Church hon-

oring early African American pastor Andrew Bryan, one in Green Square hon-

oring the Second African Baptist Church; a proposed public art project in the 

Yamacraw Village housing project celebrating blacks and Native Americans; 

two churches; and Savannah State College, the fi rst publicly supported black 

state college in Georgia. It also listed references to black people on two mon-

uments and a sundial.37

Most infuriating to Jordan was Mayor Floyd Adams’s attempts to take 

control of the monument project from her and the AAMA. In 1997, he formed 
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a task force to “evaluate” Jordan’s proposal. “The committee has the option to 

accept or reject her proposal and come back with some alternative,” in es-

sence substituting its plan for hers, Adams told a reporter. After a disastrous 

workshop in January 2000, he made a more concerted effort to commandeer 

the project, telling reporters that it “may be time to start afresh” and fl oating 

the idea of appointing a new committee and holding a national competition 

for a new design.38

The Savannah Morning News promoted the idea of starting over with a 

“consensus- building” process, and Adams tried to put together a coalition, 

asking the local chapter of 100 Black Men to direct the project in conjunction 

with the Savannah Area Chamber of Commerce and the Panhellenic Council 

of black fraternal organizations. Again, nothing seems to have come of this 

effort. On January 11, 2001, the Reverend Thurmond Tillman, pastor of the 

city’s oldest and most prestigious black church, appeared before the council 

in a conciliatory mood. In fact, Tillman had negotiated privately with the 

mayor and council for approval of the monument without the names and 

without an inscription by Maya Angelou (see below). The council agreed, and 

after ten years, the city formally approved the African American Monument. 

Although important details remained to be settled, the AAMA could go for-

ward with its fund- raising for a monument that would fi nally be built, and 

the city could begin preparing the site.39

During the protracted battle over the names, the form of the monument 

underwent a dramatic and signifi cant transformation, leading to an even 

more bitter, and more public, struggle that drew in laypeople as well as mem-

bers of the AAMA and the city government. Floyd Adams dismissed architect 

Eric Meyerhoff’s redesign of Jordan’s original proposal as “a box with a lot 

of doctors’ names on it,” and Jordan began to rethink the monument altogeth-

er. No longer would a simple plaque be adequate—a sculpture was needed. 

Dorothy Spradley, a white sculptor who taught at a local art college, volun-

teered her services and developed a series of designs in consultation with 

AAMA members.40

All of the sketch proposals focused on a black family, presented in various 

poses. In one, two adults and two children dance in a circle holding hands. An-

other seats the group, with the woman holding the youngest child. Two draw-

ings depict the group sheltered by an enormous pair of hands with their fi n-

gers pointed upward, similar to the chained and unchained hands engraved 

on the base of the fi nal monument. In the design that was chosen, a family of 

four stood inside a circle of broken chains dropped at their feet (fi g. 18).41



Fig. 18. Abigail Jordan at the African American Monument (Dorothy Spradley, 2002), 
Savannah, Georgia. Photo: Dell Upton.
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The broken chains link the African American Monument to two hundred 

years of the representation of slavery in Anglo- American art. Antislavery or-

ganizations invariably depict slaves as barely clothed, chained creatures, as 

in the renowned “Am I Not a Man and a Brother” image, created by English 

abolitionists and widely reproduced in the United States before the Civil War, 

or in Hiram Powers’s statue Greek Slave (1847). Building on this iconography, 

post–Civil War artists often portrayed the moment of emancipation, with 

newly freed people still wearing or having just shed their newly broken 

chains. Thomas Ball’s Freedmen’s Memorial Monument to Abraham Lincoln 

(1876) is the best known of these, but John Quincy Adams Ward, Henry Kirke 

Browne, Clark Mills, Harriet Hosmer, and Randolph Rogers all designed or 

made emancipation monuments. Edmonia Lewis created one that depicted 

a newly freed slave couple. At Tuskegee Institute in the early twentieth cen-

tury, Charles Keck sculpted a parallel moment of intellectual emancipation, 

with Booker T. Washington removing the veil of ignorance from a freed black 

man (fi g. 19). In every case, the newly freed men and women, like their en-

slaved cousins in pre–Civil War art, are barely clothed, while emancipators, 

when depicted, are fully clothed in contemporary dress.42

Although it belongs to this visual tradition, Savannah’s monument de-

picts the family of a man and woman with their son and daughter in modern 

dress. The four have their arms on each other’s shoulders and look solemnly 

into a space not shared by the viewer. On the ground plane, encircling their 

feet, are the broken chains. The result is an ambiguous image open to confl ict-

ing interpretations. Is this a monument to the accomplishments of Savan-

nah’s black population or to their emancipation from slavery? City offi cials 

demanded the former. As the city manager summarized it, “There seems to 

be a clear consensus that the ultimate purpose of the monument is to ac-

knowledge the achievements of African- Americans and especially African- 

American families in the cultural, spiritual, economic, and educational life of 

the Savannah community.” The AAMA constantly assured offi cials that this 

was their intent and that part of the purpose of depicting the family in mod-

ern clothes was to emphasize the present. “What we were trying to get across 

is that this family had faith, pride and hope, but not a lot of joy at this point,” 

sculptor Dorothy Spradley told a reporter. The monument would be “a posi-

tive statement of the triumph of the family in the face of these diffi culties” 

and would inspire the youth of Savannah to greater achievements.43

As public debate over the monument played out, Jordan and her follow-

ers increasingly treated the monument as a reminder of the city’s slave past, 
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Fig. 19. Booker T. Washington Memorial (Charles Keck, 1922), Tuskegee University, Tuskegee, 
Alabama. Photo: Dell Upton.

and the city and the public came to see it that way as well. The monument 

faces east, supporters emphasized, toward Africa, “from which [the family] 

came.” On the north and south sides of the base are stylized waves with a pair 

of chained hands protruding above the water in each. On one side, the hands 

are outstretched in supplication, perhaps recalling the moment when some 

captives were thrown into the ocean as they died or slave traders judged their 

value too little to bother keeping them alive. On the other, the hands are 

clasped in prayer, with the shackles opened by emancipation (fi g. 20). At one 

point, the AAMA considered including images of the Savannah skyline and 

slave ships and a map of Africa along with the shackled hands.44

Still, it might have been possible to see the statue as an innocuous image 

of deliverance if the AAMA had not chosen to quote Maya Angelou on the base. 

It proposed a passage that read: “We were stolen, sold and bought together 
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from the African continent. We got on the slave 

ships together. We lay back to belly in the holds 

of the slave ships in each others’ excrement 

and urine together. Sometimes died together 

and our lifeless bodies thrown overboard to-

gether.” The text was like a letter bomb, and 

it immediately escalated the confl ict to new lev-

els. It provoked disparate reactions among var-

ied audiences, all concerning the best way to 

represent slavery in the modern commemora-

tive landscape.45

Genteel white correspondents—“well- 

meaning and civilized people,” in the self- 

characterization of one writer—and some 

blacks believed that the African American 

Monument should emphasize the positive as-

pects of Savannah’s history and ignore the neg-

ative ones. One wrote a long treatise, complete 

with footnotes, to show that the Middle Pas-

sage could not have been as bad as the Angelou quotation suggested. Anoth-

er wrote, “Recognizing slavery as part of Savannah history is one thing, but 

dwelling on it in the present and exposing it graphically in a public tourist 

area is another. . . . One should not dwell on the harshness and cruelty of past 

history.” This correspondent found the project “quite tasteless”; the subject 

line of her e- mail read “Tacky Monument Decision.”46

Emma Adler, one of Savannah’s pioneering white historic preservation-

ists, was deeply disturbed by the monument. She believed that it suggested 

that Savannah had not changed, and she complained to Florence Williams, 

the author of a travel article about Savannah: “You portrayed a stereotype of 

the old south which was prevalent in other regions of our country 30/40 years 

ago among those who knew little of the South.” The problem was that Wil-

liams “talked with a fringe group promoting Abigail Jordan’s project” when 

she was in Savannah “and took this point of view, rather than a mainstream 

approach.” Adler had given Williams “positive material,” but instead, “You took 

one remark (which I don’t remember making) out of context and made me 

sound like an innocent and uncaring fool.” In a cover letter to Mayor Adams, 

Adler made it clear that in providing such positive material to Williams, she 

meant to counteract Jordan’s campaign without mentioning her, “because I 

Fig. 20. African American Monument. 
Detail of unshackled praying hands. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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didn’t want negative quotes from me in the article.” The offending article char-

acterized Savannah as “a bastion of Anglo- Southern traditionalism, a place 

where the same families have lived for generations, attending the same soi-

rees, recirculating the same antiques.” The writer quoted Adler as saying, “ ‘I 

want us to have a monument that’s dignifi ed. . . . We are a port, and slaves did 

come,’ she sighs, ‘but I just don’t think of us as brutal.’ ”47

As the monument approached realization, Adler sent Adams her 

“thoughts on the Proposed African American Monument.” Acknowledging 

the brutality of slavery, Adler nevertheless suggested that Savannah was dif-

ferent. Georgia founder James Oglethorpe had outlawed slavery, although it 

had ultimately come to Savannah as the city was drawn into the Southern 

agrarian economy. She then reviewed the career of the Reverend Andrew Bry-

an, a black Baptist minister in early- nineteenth- century Savannah who was 

respected by both black and white people, noted Savannah’s establishment 

of a school for black children in 1876, and cited Martin Luther King’s observa-

tion that Savannah had the South’s best race relations. To Adler, Savannah 

was a place that had always welcomed and nurtured black achievement. “In 

view of the fact that Savannah’s record in race relations is outstanding,” she 

argued, it would be better even at that late date to substitute a statue of Bry-

an, to be placed in Franklin Square near his Second African Baptist Church, for 

Jordan’s monument.48

Not only whites but many middle- class African Americans in Savannah 

and elsewhere were disturbed by the monument’s evocation of slavery. “Our 

history in the New World (North America) does not begin or end with slav-

ery,” Harold L. Hillery wrote to the Savannah newspaper. “This proposed mon-

strosity communicates misery, servitude and human bondage. Surely our an-

cestors do not want to be remembered as a conquered people.” Hillery 

wanted a monument that was “positive” and “spiritually uplifting,” such as 

one to Savannah’s civil rights leaders. Other correspondents agreed that the 

message should be positive. Whereas whites thought the references to excre-

ment and urine to be in “bad taste,” black correspondents saw them, with the 

chains, even broken chains, as signs of black abjection. “I will not contribute 

one narrow dime . . . until those dreadful shackles and chains are removed 

from the design,” Hillery wrote. “The proposed poem (?) has no hope, nor love, 

nor faith,” another correspondent objected. “Please, ka- ka, do- do, pee- pee, 

need not apply. Solicit: Blood, sweat, tears, or remorse; but especially faith, 

hope, & love.” Some dissenters looked backward, to “our ‘Glory Days’—in Af-

rica,” but most looked forward, to the achievements of contemporary African 
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Americans. Many of these communications were in the form of e- mails that 

identifi ed the senders as employees of universities, the armed forces, or vari-

ous governmental entities. Among the dissenters were several black mem-

bers of the Savannah City Council. Alderman David Jones told a reporter, 

“We’re moving forward. I want my children to know about [slavery] but I 

don’t want them to live in yesterday.” Mayor Adams asserted, “We don’t need 

to keep hanging on to the fact that years ago our ancestors came to America 

in chains. . . . I don’t even watch slave movies like ‘Roots.’ I don’t even like 

watching movies about the civil- rights movement. I want to move forward.” 

“As far as I’m concerned,” he said on another occasion,” if it’s not positive, I’d 

rather see no inscription.”49

During the debate over the Angelou inscription, outsiders to the process, 

most self- identifi ed as African Americans, volunteered a folder’s worth of al-

ternate inscriptions, all intended to accentuate the positive and eliminate the 

negative from the monument. James Gardner offered his poem “Freedman,” 

which declared, “I am free now come what may / in life as it will be.” James 

Moore suggested, “We were bought / We also served / We did pay dearly / and 

/ Now We are Free!” Another mentioned slavery but emphasized “America’s” 

sacrifi ces in battle to “break our chains of bondage.” This alternate text made 

the same kind of claim to inclusion in the public landscape that the statue did: 

“Today this strange land is proud to claim us as her own. Today we are proud 

to claim ourselves Americans.” Another sent two poems, “Free Me, America” 

and “I’m Proud to Be Black,” for consideration. Iris Formey Dawson submitted 

her poem “We Stand Firm,” apparently at Mayor Adams’s invitation.50

An African American op- ed columnist summarized the demands of black 

dissenters for a positive image. “When we listen to veterans of wars,” Pearl 

Duncan wrote, “we hear tales not about how the war- enemy or the oppres-

sors hurt the vets, but how the veterans fought back and survived. . . . The 

monument to the veterans of slavery should be one similar to the monu-

ments of other wars. It should be a monument whose image and inscription 

represent strength and heroism, for American slavery was a war. . . . To do 

that, we fi rst have to uncover the heroic acts of the African Americans who 

fought against slavery,” she argued.51

The Angelou passage had its supporters outside the AAMA. Angela R. 

Kelly wrote to the mayor and council, “We as a people should not be afraid to 

portray the true history of our ancestors and what they had to go through.” 

She thought that the monument would remind viewers of “how far we have 

come, but also how far we must travel.” Another correspondent reinforced 
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the point. “It is my feeling, that the monument to slavery, as painful as it may 

be for some, would be the fi rst of many steps that we as Afrikans need to take 

throughout the Diaspora, towards healing ourselves, and becoming more 

productive members of our respective societies.” A white Californian who 

claimed roots among Alabama racists believed that “it requires strong lan-

guage to jolt our sensibilities to the horrors of the slave trade and serves to re-

mind us of the inhumanity we mortals all too often display in our relations 

with one another, even today.”52

To city offi cials, black and white, even those who were sympathetic to 

the monument or acknowledged the accuracy of the Angelou text, public re-

actions to the quotation raised fears of “divisiveness” that would disrupt Sa-

vannah’s political life and alienate voters and tourists. The placement of the 

monument on the tourist waterfront was an issue from the beginning. City 

Manager Mendonsa’s suggestion that the marker belonged in a “black” set-

ting was echoed by the Historic Sites and Monuments Commission early in 

its deliberations. Members phrased the issue in terms of black comfort with 

the setting. Would the monument’s supporters, they asked, be comfortable 

seeing revelers on Saint Patrick’s Day drinking green beer on the statue? They 

also thought that “public artwork along River Street should be limited to 

themes of a maritime nature.” Although the slave trade certainly falls under 

that rubric, it was clearly not what the commission members had in mind. 

They proposed a Martin Luther King Jr. Civil Rights Park, to be built along Mar-

tin Luther King Jr. Boulevard, as a more fi tting site. This was the former West 

Broad Street, the traditional, now largely demolished, black main street, 

which lay safely away from the tourist city. City historic preservation offi cer 

Mary Elizabeth Reiter tried to convince the AAMA that “it might be appropri-

ate to broaden the concept to an African American Heritage park and locate 

the monument there, thus creating a positive inspiration along a street with 

so many African American ties.” This proposal assumed, as so often in the dis-

cussion of African American monuments, that the only audience for an Afri-

can American monument would be local black people.53

Mayor Adams had preferred Green Square or Franklin Square—two “black” 

squares—for the monument, but told the HSMC that he was persuaded by the 

AAMA’s arguments that River Street was the appropriate site. Yet he remained 

adamant about the quotation, which he believed was “potentially divisive, too 

graphic and too harsh to be written on a public monument.” Resorting to the 

kind of self- canceling left- right pairing common in American political dis-

course, Adams compared the statement to the public display of the Confeder-
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ate battle fl ag. He also worried that tourists would be offended by the unfl inch-

ing Angelou text.54

As soon as the quotation came into play, city offi cials began to try to dis-

credit it. The HSMC tried unsuccessfully to substitute Angelou’s poem “Still I 

Rise” or an excerpt from escaped slave John Brown’s memoir. Failing that, 

they accepted the quotation, although Reiter and Don Gardner, the park and 

tree director, expressed their opposition in a memo to the city manager. Not-

ing that members of the AAMA had objected to white people’s deciding the 

matter, the two city employees declared that the quotation did not accord 

with “the stated spirit of the monument, it is not uplifting and does not 

describe the triumph of the African American or the African American fam-

ily.” Instead, it “serves to keep open old wounds.” They also questioned wheth-

er these words should be placed “on a bronze plaque right behind City Hall, 

on our most visited tourist site.” In subsequent meetings, the HSMC tried 

to draw a cordon sanitaire around the offending quotation, placing it 

fi rmly in the past. They would do this by prefacing it with the statement, “For 

those who have forgotten or others who never knew, Maya Angelou summa-

rizes Slavery,” and following it with the note, “That was yesteryear. Today 

we are a family united, free, moving forward in expectation of a brighter 

tomorrow.”55

Even as these changes were proposed, the HSMC and the city council 

tried to scuttle the quotation altogether. It could not be found in any of Ange-

lou’s writings, they said. Jordan did not help the situation by claiming (as she 

continued to do in her summary publication) that it was derived from Ange-

lou’s poem “On the Pulse of Morning,” read at President Bill Clinton’s fi rst in-

auguration. South Carolina state senator Kay Patterson sent Mayor Adams a 

photocopy of a page from Angelou’s Even the Stars Look Lonesome (1999), 

which contained part of the quotation, but that book had been published af-

ter the passage was put forward in Savannah. It appears that Angelou used 

variations of the text on several occasions and that Jordan may have encoun-

tered it in an Ebony article. In any event, Angelou had not given her permis-

sion to use the quotation. When she fi nally did so, she added a fi nal, “hopeful” 

line to the passage: “Today, we are standing up together with faith and even 

some joy.” The critics were still not placated. Adams wrote to City Manager 

Michael Brown, “Regardless of the permission, I still oppose the poem 

being placed on the monument. Do not construe this permission as giving 

Dr. Jordan the right to place it on the monument.” Emma Adler told Adams 

that the alteration was not “adequate compensation” for the rest of the 
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quotation, adding that Savannah was 

not a principal slave port, that slavery 

has been practiced in many times and 

places by many people, and that an 

African American journalist was re-

ported to have expressed gratitude 

that “his ancestor survived his voyage 

on the slave ship so that his descen-

dants could be Americans.” Neverthe-

less, the city council approved the re-

vised text, and the monument was 

built with it. On July 26, 2002, eleven 

years after the project was conceived, 

the African American Monument was 

dedicated.56

A remarkable response to the Af-

rican American Monument was James 

Kimble’s Black Holocaust Memorial 

(2002), created shortly after the bronze 

memorial was installed (fi g. 21). Kimble placed it on a vacant building foun-

dation at East Broad and Anderson Streets in a poor black neighborhood of 

Savannah. The monument, three or four feet tall, is made of papier- mâché 

and colored with house paint. It depicts a black man, woman, and two chil-

dren on a stepped platform meant to evoke an auction block. In the best anti-

slavery tradition, the family is scantily clad. The man is bound by golden 

chains. This, Kimble told me in 2003, is what life was really like for African 

Americans in contemporary Savannah. (In recent years, Kimble has described 

the work as a more truthful representation of enslavement in Savannah, 

made “so they [children] could really see how they were brought over here.”) 

In late February 2003, the Black Holocaust Memorial was extensively dam-

aged. Kimble believed that the police had done it, while a neighborhood activ-

ist attributed the damage to “four guys” who “jumped out of a 4x4 pick- up 

with baseball bats.” The police claimed that the monument had been poorly 

made and that it had melted in a rainstorm. Kimble quickly reconstructed the 

work and added a wooden canopy, painted the red, yellow, and green of 

black nationalism, with the title “Black Holocaust Memorial” prominently 

displayed (fi g. 22). To the left of the statue, a papier- mâché panther guards 

the fi gures.57

Fig. 21. Black Holocaust Memorial (James 
Kimble, 2002), Savannah, Georgia, in 
2003. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Kimble’s sculpture might have gone unnoticed had he not been a mem-

ber of the New Black Panther Party (NBPP), a small, black nationalist sect 

headed by Savannah’s Yusuf Shabazz, who resigned from the AAMA over its 

use of a white sculptor to create the African American Monument. Kimble 

described the NBPP as “a black military,” but the group’s antiwhite and anti-

Semitic rhetoric upset many people. The Black Holocaust Memorial is divisive 

in exactly the way Mayor Adams feared, rejecting the notion that racial dif-

ferences have been or can be transcended in post–civil rights Savannah. The 

poor black community in which it is based contradicts that rosy offi cial view, 

and Kimble and his colleagues are “focusing on . . . trying to get these young 

kids to get themselves together.” Kimble’s memorial is one among many 

papier- mâché sculptures he has made, “kid- like things” that he places around 

the neighborhood for the benefi t of local children. While the Black Holocaust 

Memorial was meant as a response to the African American Monument, it 

is not one that would ever be countenanced on public land, nor is it really 

aimed at those outside the neighborhood. It is a despairing rejection of the 

Fig. 22. Black Holocaust Memorial in 2006 after reconstruction and addition of protective 
shelter. Photo: Dell Upton.
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goals of presence, uplift, and progress that the offi cial bronze monument 

embodies.58

If Kimble thought the African American Monument too timid, white su-

premacist critics predictably found it overstated. Interestingly, they did not 

often deny the evils of slavery or even the existence of racism but, like their 

more temperate neighbors, felt that it was a matter that had been laid to rest. 

Neo- Confederate Dow Harris carried a sign at the unveiling that declared, “We 

refuse to sit upon your stool of everlasting repentance.” The increased recog-

nition of black history and the accompanying discrediting of neo- Confederate 

symbols and myths were doubly painful for these people. “It is bad enough 

that we have a Turn- Coat Governor that did away with our state fl ag because 

it was what the blacks wanted,” John J. Thomas wrote to the mayor. “I am sick 

and tired of the blacks wanting everything to stand for only them when many, 

many White Men died in the Civil War to end slavery and yet today they use 

it to promote and continue their racist activities. The fact [is] that Racism in 

this country is 85% Black Fueled! . . . Blacks are getting away with everything 

including murder in our country and no one seems to care or give it a second 

thought.” Another professed to think a statue honoring blacks a good idea, 

“and I would like to send A LARGE CHECK to FULLY FUND your project. . . . However, as 

I read further about how the statue was to be erected—where white tourists 

would be largely viewing it . . . and when I read the emphasis would be on us-

ing such words as excrement and urine, I had second thoughts. It is clear to me 

now that the goal of all this is not to honor people but to SLAM WHITEY.”59

From a decade’s distance, it is evident that the confl ict in Savannah was 

not about the way the monument represented slavery. The statue is innocu-

ous, its narrative understated. The broken chain at the family’s feet and the 

manacled hands on the base are the only visual hints that the monument is 

intended to be a comment on slavery. The image is ambiguous enough that 

some city offi cials worried about its potential misinterpretation. Mayor Ad-

ams raised the example of Charles Keck’s monument to Booker T. Washington 

(see fi g. 19): “It appears that he is lifting up the man from slavery, but some 

people think he is pushing him down. [I want] this [Savannah] monument to 

have a clear message that this community has evolved and come together 

and [has] gone above slavery.” An African American blogger found the mon-

ument “neither provocative nor pretentious,” but thought that in dressing 

the family in modern clothes the sculptor “was more intent on indulging her 

personal creative sensibilities than communicating a point of any particular 

historical signifi cance.” He preferred that the passage of time be indicated by 
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clothing the parents in “the rags of slaves” while depicting the children in 

modern dress as signs of the progress that had occurred since emancipation. 

Even the Angelou quotation, graphic as it was, spoke of the Middle Passage, 

rather than the experience of enslavement in North America.60

Rather than the monument’s depicting slavery, then, it injected the pecu-

liar institution into the contemporary landscape as a way of speaking about 

white- black power relations in Savannah. In this case, it was not simply that 

African Americans became present but that they became present with a 

specifi c history of relationships to nonblack Savannahans. It implied that 

whites were in some ways still indebted to blacks and that the current posi-

tion of African Americans remained tinged by the experience of enslavement. 

Whites and blacks sensed that the monument was not about the past or the 

present so much as the future, although few were able to say so directly. Re-

iter, the city’s historic preservation offi cer, came closest to doing so in writing 

to City Manager Brown that “it is my sense that the monument theme is not 

to commemorate the contributions of African Americans to local cultural, eco-

nomic etc. affairs but that it is a Civil Rights Monument. It is no longer, in my 

opinion, a civic monument, but a political statement.” That is, the African 

American Monument implied a judgment about interracial relations rather 

than celebrating a nonspecific and impersonal “progress” or “healing.” It 

lacked the positive spin that the HSMC, the city council, the mayor, and many 

white and black correspondents wanted. It was not uplifting, a requirement 

that even the AAMA acknowledged. As one disgruntled neo- Confederate said 

at the unveiling, “Monuments are supposed to inspire. This one brings down.” 

As often as she demanded that the monument tell the hard truths about slav-

ery, Jordan insisted that “Savannah should be happy to have this kind of dis-

play that now shows we are a united family.”61

The impulse to present a positive message had several roots. One was the 

widespread American notion of public space. Early in the history of the Unit-

ed States, public space was formulated as neutral and universal, representing 

no particular point of view but somehow expressing universal public values. 

Monuments standing in public space had to speak, at least putatively, for ev-

eryone. The idea that there exists a single public good or set of values to which 

every person of good will should subscribe is deeply rooted in Anglo- American 

politics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries despite nearly 250 years 

of political practice that contradicts it. Consensus forms around the positive 

and the forward- looking, not the negative and backward- looking—around 

accomplishments, not confl ict.62
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Both those middle- class black people who supported the monument and 

those who opposed it viewed it through lenses deeply rooted in the experience 

of the 150 years after Emancipation. On the one hand, there was an energetic 

effort to form African American institutions, to stabilize families, to create 

businesses that proceeded relatively rapidly until the return to power of white 

supremacists undermined and sometimes destroyed these institutions 

through legal condemnation and officially sanctioned terrorism. These 

institution- building projects were born of, and helped reproduce, an ethos of 

uplift, of raising oneself to become mentally and spiritually free and, among 

the black middle- classes especially, of a responsibility to uplift “the race” 

through example and assistance. Uplift often served as a substitute for politi-

cal power in the era of white supremacy, and it remains ingrained in contem-

porary black political and religious discourse. When Savannahans as different 

as Abigail Jordan and James Kimble spoke of their responsibility to teach or 

nurture the next generation, they were speaking the language of uplift. The 

many writers who offered alternate inscriptions for the African American 

Monument offer a glimpse into the contours of uplift in black popular culture. 

All wrote of individual and racial transcendence of adversity. “We are The Dead 

[of the Middle Passage], our souls sing freely / Beyond the Beloved earth and 

troubled sea— / Give back to us the Honor of our Lives / By becoming the best 

that you can be.” Another proclaimed that “Slavery was a drawback— / But not 

our only way . . . [sic] / Like Marcus Garvey and Maya Angelou say . . . / ‘up you 

mighty race,’ We’ll rise to greatness / Again—One Day!”63

The impulse to uplift coupled, as the sociologist E. Franklin Frazier ob-

served in his scathing Black Bourgeoisie, with a desire for the recognition of 

accomplishment that sometimes confl ated minor accomplishments with 

earthshaking ones. Like the list of offi ceholders on the Bowling Green monu-

ment, the list of names that Abigail Jordan pressed so hard to have included 

mixed the signifi cant with the ephemeral. For black opponents of the monu-

ment, and especially of the Angelou text, to focus on slavery was both to gen-

erate painful recognition of continued limitations on African American ac-

complishment and to distract viewers from the record of achievement. The 

desire for achievement also created a tension among the black middle class 

in their relations with poorer African Americans. Eager to assert achievement 

and claim respectability, they often ignored the economic and social margin-

alization of poorer people. Hence the African American Monument seemed 

much too positive to James Kimble, who responded by crafting the Black Ho-

locaust Memorial.64
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These broad issues were molded in Savannah by personal histories. Jor-

dan’s shifting of emphasis from black achievement to the experience of en-

slavement over the course of the eleven years that it took her monument to 

be realized were certainly grounded in her personal narrative. She told me 

and many other interviewers of her own memories of persecution by 

whites—of her mother’s being pushed down the courthouse stairs in retali-

ation for trying to vote, of the threatening behavior of white students at the 

University of Georgia, where she earned her doctorate. No doubt her strug-

gles with Savannah’s political leaders added to a feeling of persecution. Many 

of them, in turn, developed a personal dislike for her that led them to place as 

many roadblocks in her way as they could, insisting that every “i” be dotted 

and every “t” crossed while professing to favor the monument itself. More-

over, as public offi cials, they were unwilling to provoke large segments of the 

electorate who might retaliate at the polls. The practicalities of electoral poli-

tics reinforced the fi ctions of American public space established in the early 

nineteenth century.

Slavery may not have been the best metaphor for black political claims 

about contemporary power relations in Savannah. Like the neo- Confederates, 

many whites and some blacks saw slavery as a distant event that had no con-

nection to the present. A better choice might have been to focus on the expe-

rience of Reconstruction, when blacks made great strides in creating a civil 

society that were later rolled back. But the power relations of slavery were so 

stark that they provided a kind of blunt weapon for use in Savannah’s racial 

contest.
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The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity.

—WALTER BENJAMIN, “THE WORK OF ART IN THE AGE OF MECHANICAL 

REPRODUCTION,” 1936

On a corner of Kelly Ingram Park in Birmingham a bronze statue of the Rever-

end Martin Luther King Jr. gazes pensively across at the Sixteenth Street Bap-

tist Church (fi g. 23). In dress, scale, and demeanor, the bronze King could 

stand unnoticed in a crowd. He wears a business suit. The large Bible he car-

ries in his left hand hints at his religious calling. His body is at rest. The re-

laxed quality of his body language and his placid facial expression make King 

appear to be an observer rather than an actor in the violence and chaos that 

reigned around the real King in Birmingham in the spring of 1963.

The Birmingham King statue is neither the best nor the worst of many 

similar Kings scattered throughout the United States. It reveals the sculptor’s 

competence but no aesthetic or symbolic ambition. Nevertheless, this unre-

markable monument has been the object of two noteworthy responses. The 

fi rst occurred during the creation and dedication processes. White conserva-

tives on the Birmingham City Council saw the statue’s creation as a bid for 

political hegemony by then- mayor Richard Arrington Jr., the fi rst African 

American to hold the post. Yet they felt that they could not criticize it directly. 

As Republican councilmember John Katapodis put it, “When you speak any 

word against a Martin Luther King Jr. statue you’re labeled a racist.” Instead, 

opponents resorted to indirection, criticizing the sculptor for his work on the 

Bear Bryant monument at Birmingham’s Legion Field, as well as questioning 

the choice of fabricator, the cost, and ultimately the likeness of the fi nished 

statue to King. Based on the model, Katapodis claimed the work was “a life-

like portrayal—of somebody” that looked more like Mayor Arrington than the 

Reverend King.1

CHAPTER 3 {A STERN- FACED, TWENTY- EIGHT-
 FOOT- TALL BLACK MAN



Fig. 23. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Carlo Roppa, 1986), Birmingham, Alabama. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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The second remarkable response occurred many years after the statue’s 

dedication and would have gone unrecorded had I not been there. One sum-

mer day in 2010, two middle- aged black women came to the statue to scat-

ter their mother’s ashes in the fl ower bed around it. All the while, they spoke 

to her in low tones about her life and her aspirations. They were giving their 

mother over to the care of the saint.

Great leader monuments have lost ground in the South as understand-

ing and interpretations of the civil rights movement have evolved over the 

past forty years. For the most part, these fi gures are relatively bland and have 

generated little excitement or opposition. Statues that celebrate the Reverend 

Martin Luther King Jr., the most ubiquitous of the genre, are the exception. 

They continue to be erected, and in a striking number of instances they have 

been the foci of bitter struggles over their representation of the man. The 

most common criticism: “It doesn’t look like him,” as Katapodis claimed of 

Birmingham’s King. An explanation for both the popularity and the conten-

tiousness of King monuments lies in the roles they, alone of all other civil 

rights and black history monuments, are assigned. King’s image is expected 

to be an agent of social “integration,” to stand for some panracial form of the 

“Beloved Community” that he often preached. This is a role particularly fa-

vored by whites and by politicians of all stripes, who want to see the years 

since King’s assassination as a time of progress and as a basis for creating a 

political order free of the racial divisions of the past. But many African Amer-

icans view King as a champion and intercessor, as suggested by the actions 

of the black women who scattered their mother’s ashes around his image. 

The inexact fi t between the fusionist political understanding and the racially 

based understanding of King has generated confl ict over several King statues. 

Which King will be celebrated in the public landscape? The discussion is typ-

ically framed as debate of over the monuments’ physical and spiritual like-

ness to their original.2

On November 27, 1962, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. spoke at Booker 

T. Washington High School, Rocky Mount, North Carolina’s segregated insti-

tution for African Americans. There he delivered what locals like to think of 

as the fi rst, or at least an early, version of the “I Have a Dream” speech that 

roused the March on Washington the next August. This speech provided a 

pretext for Rocky Mount offi cials, seeking to mend the political and racial di-

visions that marked the city in 1997, to discuss honoring King with a park 

and a monument. In 2002, a statue was commissioned from Illinois sculptor 
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Erik Blome and installed in the newly created Martin Luther King Jr. Park, a 

few blocks from the site of the 1962 speech. The seven- foot bronze fi gure 

stands on a pedestal atop a low rise in the otherwise fl at and open park (fi g. 

24). At the foot of the hillock, a spiraling fl agstone walkway, interrupted by 

nine black granite tablets engraved with excerpts of King’s speeches at the 

March on Washington and in Memphis, threads through a circular concrete- 

paved plaza surrounded by trees and furnished with three black granite 

benches. The stone portion of the walkway is laid in varied patterns “to rep-

resent people of different creeds, colors and nationalities.” A fountain formed 

of a rough, black stone with a keyhole- shaped trough anchors the center of 

the spiral. In the keyhole’s basin is a polished, black marble sphere engraved 

with a map of the continents, washed with water. King stands on his pedes-

tal above the plaza, dressed in a suit, legs slightly spread and arms folded, 

looking serenely off to his left. In his right hand, almost hidden by his left el-

bow, he holds a pen.3

The crease and texturing of King’s trousers are interrupted a few inches 

above the cuffs where the fi gure was sawn off to remove it from its base, 

then reattached a few years later (fi g. 25). That indentation is the only trace 

Fig. 24. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Erik Blome, 2002), Rocky Mount, North Carolina. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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of a bitter struggle that erupted soon after the 

statue was installed, when the local newspa-

per reported that some residents were “asking 

who is that man on the podium? No matter 

how much some people squint, the larger- 

than- life bronze sculpture doesn’t resemble 

King. The nose looks about right, but the eyes 

and the brow look like someone else entirely.” 

The newspaper sided with the monument’s 

critics: “The city paid [sculptor Erik Blome] 

$55,800 to make a sculpture of King, not some-

thing of King’s spirit which happens to look nothing like him. . . . The MLK Park 

is . . . not meant to cause confusion, division and strife. And it shouldn’t need 

a plaque to tell us who the statue is supposed to be.”4

African American community leaders, some of whom had known King 

personally, demanded that the monument be altered or removed. “We don’t 

need no compromising. That statue has got to go,” argued the Reverend Dr. 

Elbert Lee, pastor of North End Missionary Baptist Church. The local chapter 

of the NAACP concluded that “the statue does not look like Dr. King and does 

not depict the dignity and honor accorded to his bearing. . . . The individuals 

involved in the selection process did not inform the city council or public that 

the likeness did not look like Dr. King.” At a mass meeting, one audience mem-

ber said that “she was blind, [but] she could touch the sculpture and still tell 

it wasn’t King,” although she didn’t explain how she was able to do so when 

the head of the statue was more than ten feet above the walk. Lillie Solide, of 

Voices for Effective Change, told reporters that “it’s important that the statue 

look like King so that children who visit the park will know how he looked. 

‘Nobody can identify that statue,’ she said. ‘In order to honor him, it should 

look like him.’ ” Henry V. Davis added another dimension. Not only should the 

statue look like King, but “the whole memorial, including the statue, should 

clearly invoke [sic] King’s image. Davis said he didn’t like the pose because it 

looks like the person was arrogant.” That is, it misrepresented King’s charac-

ter as well as his appearance.5

The uproar caught city offi cials by surprise, since a fourteen- inch- tall 

maquette of the statue had been exhibited publicly at the city’ arts center and 

illustrated in the Rocky Mount Telegram without provoking objections. “As an 

individual, what we’re looking at is a sculpture,” one offi cial said, “There’s no 

way it would look exactly like the individual”—a sentiment echoed by one 

Fig. 25. Martin Luther King, Jr. Detail 
showing weld where fi gure was 
reattached to its feet. Photo: Dell Upton.
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city councilman, who observed that “bronze statues are rarely exact.” A coun-

cilwoman thought it better than Raleigh’s statue of King, while others urged 

dissidents to focus on the park’s message of unity rather than on the monu-

ment’s perceived shortcomings (see fi g. 3). The dispute became an issue in the 

next city council election, with candidates offering their opinions about the 

quality of the monument and its appropriate fate.6

As the dispute accelerated, the city formed a steering committee consist-

ing of council members, the city manager, and the Reverend Lee. It was soon 

enlarged to eleven members as the thorniness of the problem became appar-

ent. Having delayed the dedication of the park and the monument, the 

city was then asked not to hold a celebration of the fortieth anniversary of 

Dr. King’s Lincoln Memorial speech there, on the grounds that it was “insensi-

tive” to those who disliked the statue.7

Sculptor Erik Blome’s active and occasionally intemperate interventions 

fanned the fl ames. Noting that he had earlier create sculptural portraits of 

Rosa Parks, Thurgood Marshall, George Washington Carver, Duke Ellington, 

Michael Jordan’s father, and even King himself without having been accused 

of faulty depiction, Blome argued that the statue did resemble King. He repeat-

edly identifi ed himself as an artist, and he challenged local citizens to make 

their own statue if they liked. “Artwork is not a body cast of a human being . . . 

It’s a person’s interpretation. I put my heart and soul into that sculpture.” The 

city review committee responded, “We don’t want an interpretation.”8

As the review committee deliberated, Blome offered to create four reliefs 

for the base of the statue, a $30,000 value in his own estimation, at no charge. 

They would “complement the sculpture that is there with more images of 

King.” He declined to rework the head but proposed to make a second statue 

for a second full fee.9

The statue committee, as it was popularly known, quickly concluded that 

the existing statue must go. At fi rst they thought that Blome should be given 

the opportunity to “save face” by meeting with the committee to arrive at a 

solution. After conferring with Blome, the committee asked the city to rehire 

him to create another sculpture, with the four proposed reliefs added gratis. 

The lone dissenter, Kimberle Evans, doubted that Blome understood what the 

city wanted: “an exact likeness of King’s facial expression.” Rocky Mount of-

fered the sculptor a $54,000 contract for a new fi gure that would represent 

King in a “photo- realistic” manner and would include the four reliefs, to be 

based on photographs mutually acceptable to Blome and to the city. A few 

days later, however, the statue committee voted to rescind its endorsement 



102 A  S T E R N - F A C E D ,  T W E N T Y - E I G H T - F O O T - T A L L  B L A C K  M A N

of Blome after hearing from Kenneth Washington of Roanoke Rapids, North 

Carolina, who told them he could obtain a better fi gure from the Guangzhou 

Academy of Fine Arts for $20,000 less than Blome’s fee. “I believe I could pro-

vide a more accurate image of King at a much more affordable cost for Rocky 

Mount,” he said. Washington also offered to pay the costs of shipping himself, 

and he guaranteed that the city would not have to pay anything if the statue 

was not satisfactory. One skeptical committee member told Washington, 

“Your proposal sounds like (something a) used car salesman would deliver.”10

Before the committee could draft a call for proposals for a replacement 

monument, its chair and senior African American member, the Reverend Lee, 

resigned, complaining that the committee had lost its focus. Lee was particu-

larly frustrated that the members were “bogged down in irrelevant debates” 

about whether the sculptor should be American. Committee member Penn 

Stallard had worried aloud about the outsourcing of jobs to China, whereas 

Lee thought that if the quality were good, the origin didn’t matter: “A lot of 

products people purchase in the United States are made in China, Lee said.” 

Stallard responded that she didn’t think that “the community wants a ‘Wal- 

Mart’ statue for King.”11

After receiving proposals from a variety of sculptors for projects ranging 

from statues to busts, at prices ranging from $35,000 to $200,000, the com-

mittee selected Jeffrey Hanson Varilla and his Koh- Varilla Studio, creators of 

King statues at the University of Texas and in Roanoke, Virginia. The commit-

tee was encouraged by the Austin statue’s “close likeness to King.” It was also 

intrigued by proposals from sculptors Stephen Smith and Ivan Schwartz, and 

attempted to negotiate prices with all three. Varilla’s $140,000 fee, reduced 

from $173,000, was sobering.12

Rocky Mount searched for funding ideas, including selling Blome’s statue 

to help pay Koh- Varilla’s fee. At the same time, they tried to negotiate a price 

similar to Blome’s, which the sculptors thought would “damage their negoti-

ating power for commissions on other pieces.” They suggested conserving 

materials by changing King’s garb from clerical robes to a business suit, but 

eventually the price was too steep. Stephen Whyte, a California sculptor, of-

fered to take the original statue and credit $55,000 toward his $140,000 fee for 

a new monument of his design. He also proposed to do his work in public 

view via the Internet to forestall objections to the likeness and to have the 

fi nished monument ready for the following January’s Martin Luther King Jr. 

holiday. Whyte intended to use the same pose as Blome’s statue. His willing-

ness to work quickly and to allow public input convinced the city council to 
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place its hopes in Whyte. However, Whyte’s work met nearly as much public 

opposition as Blome’s had. Among city residents polled by the city staff, 153 

did not like the statue, 54 did like it, and 31 more preferred to retain Blome’s. 

By this time, Blome’s King had been sawed off at the ankles and moved to a 

warehouse.13

After three revisions and Whyte’s multiple delays in meeting deadlines, 

his contract was canceled by a vote of four to two. The city council voted at 

the same time not to restore the original statue to its base, in light of the vo-

ciferous opposition to it. One councilman proposed using the pedestal for an 

eternal fl ame or other alternative to a fi gural sculpture, which another en-

dorsed: “Since getting a statue that looks like King has proved to be such a 

subjective nightmare, he said, he has simply lost faith in the city’s ability to 

do it.” Correspondents to the local newspaper weighed in with a variety of al-

ternate proposals, ranging from “something . . . that symbolizes American 

freedom” to an engraved list of “black Americans who have made a difference 

in our lives today” or a statue of Rosa Parks.14

The Rocky Mount controversy attracted widespread attention, including 

two articles in the New York Times. National reporters ruefully described the 

“grumbling” and “wrangling” among Rocky Mount blacks, whom they accused 

of lacking the spirit of unity in which the statue was offered. They sided with 

Blome, depicting him in his own terms as the victim of provincial philistinism 

at best and of racism at worst. Many local commentators, black and white, also 

believed that the statue’s opponents had missed the point. “Dr. King’s image 

and what he stood for means more than a lot of controversy over a statue,” said 

a woman who had known King personally.15

Critics faulted varied aspects of the work. Some viewers claimed that 

they could not tell “who that man in the park was.” One thought that the fi g-

ure looked “like a black slave,” while another declared that “he looked like a 

white main painted black.” Others were more specifi c. “The lips, the eyes, the 

moustache, the cheeks. It doesn’t favor him.” To Blome such remarks, as well 

as the demand for a “literal” rendition of King’s appearance, betrayed an abys-

mal ignorance of art. He told a British reporter, “I don’t think the people of 

Rocky Mount have any public art. They have a different mentality to, say, 

what you might fi nd in a city where they are used to art.”16

Certainly much of the debate treated the image of King as fi xed. Few crit-

ics noted that viewpoint—whether one viewed an image from below or at eye 

level, whether one saw the work in strong or weak light—would affect one’s 

perception of a statue as much as of a living human being. Even less attention 
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was given to the ways we perceive living faces—that they are masses of tiny 

muscles that are constantly in motion. Our sense of the way a person “looks” 

is a remembered synthesis of the countless temporary faces that a living per-

son displays. A person looks least like him-  or herself, or like our memory of 

him or her, when the face is completely at rest—asleep or dead. A statue’s face 

is static, and only a few sculptors have ever succeeded in making bronze or 

marble resemble living fl esh. Thus, a portrait of any sort, but particularly a 

statue that lacks naturalistic coloration, can only approximate the appearance 

of a living human being, much less a particular one.

Some Rocky Mount citizens, including critics of Blome’s work, did ac-

knowledge the contingency of facial recognition. City Councilman Lamont 

Wiggins acknowledged that “how you perceive a person, especially a person 

such as Dr. King, depends on at what point in time and at what era in his life 

and in what medium you actually met him—if you met him as a minister in a 

church, if you met him as an activist on the street, or if he was sitting in a res-

taurant at your dinner table.” The debate over likeness, however, was a way of 

discussing the nature of portraiture and the purpose and reception of public 

monuments. Is it possible for statues to be exact likenesses of their subjects—

to be “photorealistic,” as some demanded? Should they be? The question of 

likeness is at once fascinating and vexing for scholars of portraiture. Popular 

culture treats “photorealism” as a real possibility. In his decision in the matter 

of Barnes v. Ingalls, Alabama judge R. W. Walker wrote in 1863 that

a most important requisite of a good portrait is, that it shall be a correct like-
ness of the original and although only “experts” may be competent to decide 
whether it is well executed in other respects, the question whether a portrait 
is like the person for whom it was intended is one which requires no special 
skill in, or knowledge of the art of painting to determine. The immediate fam-
ily of the person represented, or his intimate friends, are, indeed, as a general 
rule, the best judges as to whether the artist has succeeded in achieving a 
faithful likeness. To eyes sharpened by constant and intimate association 
with the original, defects will be visible, and points of resemblance will ap-
pear, which would escape the observation of the practiced critic. . . . The fact 
of likeness, or resemblance, is one open to the observation of the senses, and 
no peculiar skill is requisite to testify to it.

By defi nition, however, a portrait differs from its subject—it is not the subject, 

so it can only be like its subject. The question arises how much perceptible dif-

ference is allowable while still considering a portrait a “true” likeness? For 

those who were dissatisfied with Blome’s work, the answer was none. “I 

know an artist is probably going to say this is an interpretation of Dr. King. 



A  S T E R N - F A C E D ,  T W E N T Y - E I G H T - F O O T - T A L L  B L A C K  M A N  105

That’s not what we’re looking for,” Rocky Mount resident Allen Mitchell told 

a reporter.17

Mitchell’s comment touches on a central aspect of portrayal: a 

portrait presents both a likeness, meaning a visual resemblance, and a char-

acterization, meaning a representation of the subject’s intangible personality 

or signifi cance. Sometimes the characterization can be thought to carry the 

burden of likeness: a portrait of a ruler “looks like” the ruler if it depicts the 

trappings of power in a recognizable and orthodox way. Whether one has 

ever seen the person or not, there is no doubt that the fi gure in the painting 

is a good characterization. Sculptors have tried to characterize King, who had 

no formal paraphernalia of offi ce, through his pose and incidental accoutre-

ments. He is sometimes dressed in clerical robes (Raleigh, Austin), or he is 

posed in ways that suggest that he is speaking (Charlotte and Fayetteville, 

North Carolina; Roanoke, Virginia), which was the context in which most 

Americans saw the living King, whether in person, in still photographs, or on 

television.

Characterization of this sort is important to critics of King monuments. 

It was a secondary issue in Rocky Mount and a major one, as we shall see, at 

the national memorial in Washington, DC. In popular discourse, though, char-

acterization requires close likeness. The more an image “looks like” King, the 

more it conveys his importance and his message. To my knowledge, this 

claim has never been made for portrait statues of other widely known civil 

rights fi gures such as Medgar Evers, Andrew Young, Rosa Parks, or Coretta 

Scott King, or of locally familiar activists such as A. P. Tureaud of New Orleans 

or the Little Rock Nine (see fi g. 6).

King holds a special place in the popular imagination despite the efforts 

of both historians and of former participants to demonstrate that the civil 

rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was much broader and more varied 

than what he did and said. To many blacks and some whites, King was the 

closest thing to a saint that a Protestant Christian can imagine, and indeed 

his image can be found in many African American churches, where it is 

sometimes given equal prominence with images of Jesus. Like traditional 

Christian saints, King is often described as both a charismatic leader and as 

an intercessor or defender, as one man told a Birmingham reporter when the 

King monument there was unveiled. S. J. Stephens, who was seventy- seven 

in 1986, recalled abuse he had suffered from the police as he passed through 

Kelly Ingram Park. “But Dr. King, here, he’s helped change all that. . . . Now 

when I walk through here, I know that I’m going to be treated like a human 
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being,” he told a reporter. “Mr. King helped us get rid of that old ‘Boy, do this’ 

and ‘Boy, do that’ stuff. Now when white people talk to me . . . they call me 

Mister Stephens. . . . That’s nice.”18

For many people, then, a King statue is a kind of religious icon, and icons 

have historically derived their power from their authenticity. This sense of 

the spiritual power of an image has survived from the ancient world into the 

present. An authentic image allows a viewer to experience a god’s or a saint’s 

gaze and power. Art historian Hans Belting observed that icons of modern- 

day saints often take the form of photographs, which are popularly thought 

to be inherently truthful.19

Many of those who criticized the Rocky Mount statue’s likeness to King 

thought that it lacked the power to convey King’s message and his greatness 

to those who had not known him personally. “It’s important to capture his 

likeness, because it reminds people what he said and who he was,” according 

to City Councilman Reuben Blackwell. He explained that future generations 

would no longer have had direct experience of King. “When we’re four gener-

ations away, will people still remember who he was and what he looked like?” 

he asked. “It’s not as diffi cult to fi nd statues that look like other important 

Americans, such as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln,” he added. A 

poor likeness “hurts the children,” said another critic.20

The obvious response to Blackwell’s argument, and one that was voiced 

in Rocky Mount, is that there are so many photographs of the Reverend King 

that it is diffi cult to imagine that any child of a future American generation 

would not know what he looked like. “If you want to see exactly what he 

looked like, put a picture of him up on the pedestal,” wrote a correspondent 

to the local newspaper. For those who saw the King statue as an icon, though, 

a statue’s three- dimensionality was important for both likeness and charac-

terization. The experience of common space, of the statue’s and the viewer’s 

occupying the same existential realm, facilitates the sense of power and of 

shared identity. It encourages the viewer to confront the statue as another 

person rather than as an image. To show King, say, among a group of fi gures 

depicting a familiar incident of his life would be to place him in a different 

space into which the viewer peered, as into a television screen or onto a dra-

matic stage. But to view a bronze King by himself is to step out of the natu-

ralistic world and to interact ritually with a man who still possesses a saint’s 

power. As art historian Jaś Elsner observed of ancient Roman worship, “The 

viewer enters the god’s world and likewise the deity intrudes directly into the 

viewer’s world in a highly ritualized context.”21
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For a signifi cant portion of its audience, then, a statue of King depicts not 

biography but character. This is evident in the secondary debate over the statue’s 

pose: arms crossed, (nearly invisible) pen in hand, legs slightly apart, staring 

directly ahead. Some viewers saw this as “arrogant” (fi g. 26). Blome explained 

that this stance was taken from Bob Fitch’s classic photograph of King (fi g. 27). 

A pensive King is viewed from the side, standing behind a desk, arms crossed, 

and pen in hand, with a photograph of Mahatma Gandhi framed by the inter-

section of his body and the desk’s surface. King’s head is turned a little to his left, 

as though considering some person or object out of the frame. This was a care-

fully staged image. Fitch posed King near a desk that was better- lit than his own 

and moved the Gandhi photograph from King’s offi ce to include it in the shot. 

The signifi cant difference is that in the photograph King is not facing the cam-

era. The Gandhi image in the background softened any impression of confron-

tation, and signifi cantly, King’s legs are not shown. This may account for the 

differences between the ways Blome, who knew the photograph, and Rocky 

Mount critics viewed the statue, but to some extent it was beside the main 

point, which was that it did not matter that King had been photographed in this 

pose. What mattered to critics was that this stance did not correctly character-

ize Dr. King as they understood him.22

For some opponents of Blome’s statue, the sculptor’s race was an issue. 

According to vocal critic Kimberle Evans, “I think a black person can relate to 

what we wanted. . . . When Erik Blome said [in an op- ed piece in the Rocky 

Mount Telegram] he wanted to do a quieter side of Martin, he wasn’t relating 

to me.” When he was interviewed about the controversy by the New York 

Times, prolifi c Denver sculptor Ed Dwight gave the racial issue an essentialist 

spin. “ ‘White people don’t look at us the way we look at ourselves. . . . I com-

pete with many white artists all over the country, and they bring their ma-

quettes in and they don’t look anything like the subject.’ . . . Mr. Dwight, who 

has crafted more than 400 pieces of Dr. King, added, ‘It’s a cultural thing, a 

very, very spiritual thing.’ ” Remarks like these led many whites, including the 

sculptor, to portray the monument’s detractors as racists.23

Local commenters were more nuanced. They spoke in terms not of a rei-

fi ed racial spirit or way of seeing, as Dwight did, but of common experiences 

of the travails of segregation and the civil rights movement. Even bitter crit-

ics of the statue such as the Reverend Lee were willing to give Blome another 

chance. When they turned to other sculptors they recommended, in succes-

sion, two other nonblack candidates. Most critics realized that to choose a 

black sculptor did not guarantee a better outcome, since the matter was one 
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of individual skill and understanding rather than of racial identity. African 

American council member Angela R. Bryant, who was sympathetic to the 

criticism of Blome’s statue, told a reporter that “there are some people who 

would prefer a black artist and would seem more confi dent that a black art-

ist would connect with the impression of the likeness. . . . But the experience 

throughout the country has been that that isn’t a guarantee.” She may have 

been thinking of Charlotte, North Carolina’s King statue, created by re-

nowned African American sculptor Selma Burke. When it was unveiled in 

1980, this monument was treated to a barrage of criticism over its likeness to 

King that was similar to, but shorter- lived than, that in Rocky Mount. With 

perverse pride, a local blogger still reminds his audience annually that Char-

lotte can boast “the World’s Worst Martin Luther King Statue.”24

Five years after the Rocky Mount statue was removed, nine of the ten 

members of the city’s Martin Luther King, Jr. Commission began to press for 

Fig. 26. Martin Luther King, Jr. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Fig. 27. Martin Luther King in his Atlanta headquarters, 1965. Photo: Bob Fitch Photographic 
Archive, © Department of Special Collections, Stanford University.

its return to its base, in part to alleviate the “barren appearance” of Martin Lu-

ther King, Jr. Park. After a year’s discussion, the city council voted fi ve to two 

to reinstall the work. Councilman Lamont Wiggins, who voted to restore the 

statue, said the city had “made a good- faith effort to get another statue or 

memorial to King but that didn’t pan out.” In May 2007, Blome’s statue was 

restored to its pedestal, and the park was fi nally dedicated that August. The 

controversy was almost, but not quite, over. As recently as October 2011 the 

Reverend Elbert Lee, original head of the statue committee and an early op-

ponent of Blome’s work, “commended the City Council for its efforts to erect 

a statue honoring the memory of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in Martin Luther 

King, Jr. Park and for the beautiful park, but stated that the statue does 

not look like Martin Luther King, Jr. He stated he is willing to contribute funds 

and solicit additional funds to replace the statue with a statue with a better 

likeness.”25
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The Rocky Mount debate was at its core a struggle over the meaning and 

audience of the statue. If it was an icon, a sign and bearer of the Reverend 

King’s power as a liberator of African Americans, then a black sculptor might 

be more likely than a white one to understand the power that black people 

saw in King, just as an icon is more likely to be thought authentic if its maker 

shares the viewer’s faith in the saint. If it was intended instead to reconcile 

whites and blacks, to take the fi rst steps toward the creation of the vaunted 

color- blind society, then the sculptor’s race was insignifi cant. “This is a statue 

of Martin Luther King. Wasn’t King about transcending race?” Blome asked. 

He pointed out, irrelevantly, that he had kept the Fitch photograph on his stu-

dio wall for many years, that he and his wife had adopted an African child, 

and that he was working on a project to encourage the adoption of Ethiopian 

orphans in the United States. To put it more directly, to whom did King be-

long? Increasingly it seemed that he belonged to whites, who claimed the 

fi nal say in his representations. As one high school student explained to an 

interviewer, “Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. belongs to the world, but Malcolm X 

belongs to us.”26

Custody of Martin Luther King Jr. and the right to defi ne him were contested 

on a much grander scale during the twenty- eight years between the concep-

tion and dedication of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial in Washington, 

DC. Despite the differences in national visibility of the two monuments, 

many of the same issues of likeness and characterization, of the purpose of 

monuments, of the relation between a sculptor’s identity and his work, even 

of the “outsourcing” of American monuments to China roiled Washington as 

they did Rocky Mount.

Although few people openly challenged King’s worthiness of national 

commemoration, the form and message of the memorial were bitterly debat-

ed up to and after the dedication. This argument transpired in two relatively 

discrete registers, each taking a somewhat different direction. One register 

was defi ned by the formal process of initiating, designing, and, most impor-

tant, revising and approving the memorial’s form, a process in which the Afri-

can American fraternity Alpha Phi Alpha, which initiated and managed the 

construction of the monument through its Martin Luther King Jr. National Me-

morial Project Foundation, assisted by professional designers and managers, 

negotiated with Congress, the National Park Service, and various regulatory 

agencies, notably the National Commission on Fine Arts (NCFA, now the US 

Commission on Fine Arts). Discussions in this register were focused on ques-
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tions of the nature of King’s importance to American society and how best to 

convey this in the memorial. They were particularly concerned with the pose 

and facial expression of the statue and with the choice of texts to be inscribed 

on the boundary wall. The second register, as dense as and more broadly rang-

ing than the fi rst, was elaborated mostly on the Internet, on blogs and websites 

aimed at African Americans, at artists, and at political interest groups of vari-

ous stripes. The comments readers added to those sites were as important as 

the original posts. The discussants in these forums, too, were concerned to de-

fi ne King’s importance but not necessarily to a monolithically conceived Amer-

ican society, and they were also concerned with the ways this signifi cance 

might be conveyed. In part this point was made for many of these commenta-

tors by the very fact of the monument’s being constructed on the National Mall 

and by details of its siting there. The visual representation of the Reverend King 

was even more central to the public discussions than to the offi cial one, but in 

addition to questions of pose and mien, popular discussion focused on likeness 

and on the symbolic implications of the identity of the sculptor, a Chinese na-

tional; on the process by which he was chosen; and even on the size of the stat-

ue. The participants in the fi rst register almost never responded to or even ac-

knowledged the second one, although the two did sometimes intersect in the 

mainstream press, which heavily mediated and occasionally distorted both 

discussions in ways that redirected them.

The completed Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial occupies a triangular 

site at the edge of the National Mall’s Tidal Basin, separated from it by the 

footpath that runs along the shore of the basin (fi g. 28). Much of the site of the 

memorial is occupied by two large, planted berms that support a curving 

granite boundary wall and that help to fulfi ll the requirement of the National 

Capital Planning Commission that at least two- thirds of the site be “soft-

scape.” At the center of the boundary wall are two large mounds of granite, 

collectively known as the Mountain of Despair, which are meant to represent 

a single stone with its center ripped out. By passing between these mounds 

along a path that forms the main entrance, the visitor enters a crescent- 

shaped plaza and sees the rear of the Stone of Hope, whose sides are treated 

to indicate that the Stone of Hope is the missing portion of the Mountain of 

Despair. Together, the mountain and the stone allude to a favored metaphor 

of King’s, “Out of the mountain of despair, a stone of hope,” a phrase that is 

carved on one side of the Stone of Hope.27

As visitors move around the Stone of Hope, a colossal statue of King is re-

vealed on the side facing the Tidal Basin (fi g. 29). He stands with his legs 



Fig. 28. Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial (ROMA Design Group and Lei Yixin, 1998–2011), 
Washington, DC. Photo: Dell Upton.
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slightly apart, arms crossed, scroll in his left hand, looking across the Tidal Ba-

sin with a slightly bemused expression on his face. At that point, a visitor 

might look back and note that the granite boundary walls to either side of the 

Mountain of Despair are covered with brief quotations from King’s writings 

and speeches, and that the mountain itself is set off from these texts by re-

cessed cascades of water that spill over textured stones, recalling another fa-

miliar metaphor of King’s, which he derived from the Bible: “Until justice rolls 

down like water and righteousness like a mighty stream” (fi g. 30).28

Low retaining walls and planters are scattered through the plaza, holding 

trees that will soften the glare of the summer sun on the hard stone surfaces 

when they mature. Most of the plaza’s open space extends to the sides 

and rear of the Stone of Hope, meaning that most people attending a ceremo-

ny at the memorial would not have a clear view of King’s image. The site plan 

thus severely constricts the space available for mass gatherings of the sort for 

Fig. 29. Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial. King fi gure. Photo: Dell Upton.
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which King was renowned. Nevertheless, one of the jurors in the original 

competition observed that the scheme “creates a space that 20 people could 

be in, or as many as 300—which seems appropriate for the King Memorial.” 

The memorial is meant for individual contemplation rather than for mass 

political mobilization. The goal, according to Ed Jackson Jr., the executive 

architect of the project, was to move people through quickly rather than to 

encourage them to linger. In this respect, the monument follows a pattern, 

common since the 1990s, of placing monuments and other installations in 

public spaces in a manner that reduces their utility for mass protest. One 

thinks of the alterations to City Hall Park in New York and the siting of the 

National World War II Memorial in Washington as prime examples. The loca-

tion of the World War II Memorial squarely on the axis between the Lincoln 

Memorial and the Washington Monument was bitterly contested as an im-

pediment to democratic mass gatherings such as the 1963 March on Washing-

ton, where King delivered the renowned “I Have a Dream” speech that is 

celebrated at the King Memorial.29

There are other ways in which the memorial resonates with a variety 

of contemporary monuments. It has become something of cliché to create 

a landscape memorial, as the ROMA Design Group, winners of the design 

Fig. 30. Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial. “Mountain of Despair,” enclosing wall, and 
waterfalls. Photo: Dell Upton.
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competition for the memorial, labeled their scheme. By this they meant a 

memorial that is open to the air and comprises a mixture of text, sculpture, 

and open space. This is in contrast not only to freestanding sculptural monu-

ments but also to familiar older structures such as the Lincoln Memorial and 

the Jefferson Memorial, both of which the focus on a colossal fi gure of the 

honoree, surrounded by quotations that are prominent but subordinate to 

the fi gure itself, all enclosed in a classical temple.30

Modern landscape memorials often follow the formula seen at the King 

Memorial: a freestanding sculptural element shares an open plaza broken by 

plantings and often featuring a water element. The space is defi ned by a 

curving wall covered with texts. The awkwardly titled Japanese American 

Memorial to Patriotism during World War II (Davis Buckley, 1992–2000), 

which sits a short distance from the King Memorial, is typical. As with the 

King Memorial, the Japanese American Memorial is replete with symbolism 

that must be interpreted by a park ranger or an explanatory brochure. The 

fountain, for example, contains fi ve boulders representing “the fi ve genera-

tions of Japanese Americans who were living in 1988.” The enclosing wall 

records the names of the concentration camps in which people of Japanese 

ancestry were imprisoned during World War II, the numbers of people 

imprisoned at each, and the names of the Nisei members of the American 

military who died during the confl ict. It also incorporates quotations from 

“prominent citizens” that emphasize “the universal messages of justice, 

equality, and liberty under the law.”31

In many respects, the Japanese American monument can be thought 

of as a template for the King Memorial. The two share the use of plantings, 

water, walls of quotations, and focal sculptures. They also share an emphasis 

on a “universal” message. But there is an important difference: inscribed 

prominently on the lip of the pool at the Japanese American site are the 

words “here we admit a wrong,” taken from President Ronald Reagan’s 

remarks of August 10, 1988, when he signed a bill authorizing a token mon-

etary restitution to those who were confi ned in the camps—hence the sig-

nifi cance of the fi ve generations alive in 1988 commemorated by the stones 

on the pool. The central element, a fourteen- foot- tall bronze sculpture by 

Nina Amaku that depicts a pair of cranes entrapped in barbed wire, evoking 

the concentration camps, – reinforces the message. In Japanese culture, 

cranes symbolize good fortune, longevity, and, significantly, fidelity. The 

monument commemorates and apologizes for a specifi c historic event while 

pointing to the lessons it might teach future generations.32



116 A  S T E R N - F A C E D ,  T W E N T Y - E I G H T - F O O T - T A L L  B L A C K  M A N

No such ambivalence clouds the King Memorial, which effectively lifts the 

honoree from the time and place in which he worked. This has the effect of 

suppressing the specifi c meanings of his words, reducing them to aphorisms. 

That was the price of a location on the Mall, a site that was ardently desired by 

Alpha Phi Alpha, the King family, and many ordinary African American citi-

zens who commented on the monument at various stages of its development. 

“I am proud to see a large monument of an African American Man that fought 

for peace and justice for everyone,” Claudia Brown Ukutegbe responded to an 

online commentary disparaging the design. A black attendee at the opening 

of the monument in August 2011 observed that the very fact that King’s was 

the fi rst memorial on the National Mall to honor an African American was 

“why it’s got to be there.” “He defi nitely earned it,” said another black man who 

attended the August opening.33

What did King do to earn the honor of a memorial on the National Mall? 

As observers of all stripes noted, the King Memorial is the fi rst on the Mall to 

honor an individual African American and only the second to honor a private 

citizen. The other major monuments honor United States presidents and vet-

erans of various military campaigns. To put it another way, they honor those 

who served the state, as opposed to serving American citizens or humankind 

generally. Presumably King was the exception to this rule, but as the design 

negotiations stretched on for over a decade, he was gradually excised 

from history; removed from his adversarial role toward the state, its agents, 

and many of its citizens; and recast as a tutelary deity for the populace 

at large, a fount of generic and unthreatening aphorisms about “hope, 

democracy, and love.”34

This wasn’t necessarily what the fraternity or the designers initially had 

in mind. The offi cial story is that in 1984 a retired army major, George H. Seal-

ey Jr., described to friends his desire to see a memorial to a black American built 

on the Mall. After some discussion, the group decided that King was the prop-

er honoree and Sealey took the idea to Alpha Phi Alpha, his own and King’s fra-

ternity. King had a special meaning for Alpha Phi Alpha. The fraternity prided 

itself on its longevity, claiming to be the oldest predominantly black Greek- 

letter fraternity and the most elite among them. King was perhaps the best 

known of a long list of fraternity members that included Thurgood Marshall, 

W. E. B. Du Bois, Jesse Owens, and many of the civil rights leaders of the 1950s 

and 1960s. Fraternal connections traditionally follow African American men 

and women much more closely throughout their lives than among nonblacks. 

The King Memorial served, and was widely recognized, not always gladly, as 
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Alpha Phi Alpha’s claim to continuing preeminence in black life by virtue of its 

self- assigned mission as an agent of racial uplift. One member said at the 

groundbreaking that “Martin Luther King, as an Alpha, set the mold. . . . He is 

the fi rst African American here on the Mall, just as we were the fi rst African 

American Greeks. We will continue to follow in his footsteps.” Although the 

offi cial dedication of the memorial was postponed in the face of an impending 

hurricane, the fraternity went ahead with a private ceremony the Friday eve-

ning before the public one was to have been held, with members sporting the 

fraternity’s colors on black suits or gold blazers and black- and- gold- striped 

bowties and waving black- and- gold fl ags.35

King was an obvious choice. He was certainly the most celebrated leader 

of the 1950s and 1960s black liberation movement, and his reputation was 

on the upswing in the 1980s. Reagan reluctantly signed the act making King’s 

birthday a national holiday in 1983. David Garrow’s admiring biography of 

King won the Pulitzer Prize in biography in 1987, and Taylor Branch published 

the fi rst volume of his trilogy America in the King Years, which won the Pulit-

zer Prize in history one year after Garrow’s win. This is not to say that King did 

not always have admirers or that his importance was not evident before the 

1980s but that during that decade his value to all (read white) Americans was 

acknowledged, among other ways, by the erection of monuments in public 

spaces, often fi nanced by public funds.36

The nature and signifi cance of King’s presence on the Mall was viewed 

differently by insiders and outsiders to the design process. Denver sculptor 

Ed Dwight, who fi gured briefl y in the Rocky Mount controversy and even 

more extensively in that surrounding Washington’s King Memorial, was 

hired to design a memorial to black soldiers who fought in the American Rev-

olution that was also destined for the Mall. It was never built, but Dwight de-

scribed it, together with the King and Lincoln Memorials, as “three legs of a 

stool” depicting African American history through the centuries. Instead, the 

King Memorial stands at the midpoint of the base of a larger, fl attened trian-

gle whose corners are defi ned by the Washington Monument, the Lincoln 

Memorial, and the Jefferson Memorial. Just below the base line between the 

King and Jefferson Memorials is Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s. According to ex-

ecutive architect Jackson, the memorials defi ned a “path of heroes” along the 

Tidal Basin.37

Jackson told an interviewer from an African American news site that he 

“had envisioned from the very start, King, . . . although he was not a president, 

that his contribution to what America stood for and what America should be 
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about was equal to their contributions to the creation of America, who we are 

and what we stand for. So it was our obligation to make certain that the end 

product of how we represented his message would be just as powerful as the 

fi rst lines that you read when you walk into the Lincoln Memorial.” The price 

of “universalizing” the King Memorial was to excise it from American racial 

history.38

The origin of the King Memorial, then, lay in a desire for a black presence 

in the monumental Valhalla of the Mall, a common impetus for African Amer-

ican monuments in many cities and a desire echoed by many lay observers of 

the creation of the King Memorial. Alpha Phi Alpha lobbied Congress for sev-

eral years. Finally, in 1996, President Bill Clinton signed an act authorizing a 

monument to Dr. King to be built in the District of Columbia. The foundation 

to carry on the work, organized by the fraternity in 1998, was approved by 

unanimous resolutions of the House of Representatives and the Senate. 

Almost immediately the foundation announced a design competition that 

drew nearly nine hundred entrants. The victors, ROMA Design Group of San 

Francisco, teamed with the fi rm of Devrouax and Purnell to design the fi nal 

product. Eventually both withdrew and were replaced by the historic African 

American architectural firm McKissack and McKissack, who refined the 

design in consultation with the Turner Construction Company. At every stage, 

the process was overseen and sometimes redirected by governmental enti-

ties, including the National Park Service, which had responsibility for the Mall 

and would ultimately take custody of the monument; the National Capital 

Planning Commission; and, most important, the National Commission on 

Fine Arts. The fi nished work closely resembled the competition design, but 

with a number of relatively small changes. Most of these were based on inci-

dental practical and aesthetic considerations, but some, as we will see, criti-

cally affected, and in some cases redefi ned, the work’s message.39

Historical consciousness, uplift, and the quest for wider African Ameri-

can visibility were evident in the winning design for the King Memorial. The 

boundary wall was to be punctuated by twenty- four niches that would hon-

or other fi gures from the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s such 

as Rosa Parks and Fannie Lou Hamer, thus locating King as one actor, albeit 

the most signifi cant one, in a specifi c historical moment. It would have rec-

ognized that history as one in which men and women from a variety of back-

grounds participated. For example, King was a product of the black clerical 

elite and held a doctorate. Parks had a high school education, worked her way 

into the urban middle class, and was trained in sophisticated political ideas 
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by labor unions and the NAACP. Hamer, a poor resident of a rundown hamlet 

in the Mississippi Delta, dropped out of school after the sixth grade. All three 

participated in the movement in different ways, through varied routes, and 

with differing mixtures of motives and skills.40

When the design was presented to the National Commission on Fine 

Arts in 2002, the commissioners demanded that the niches be removed. The 

architects responded by reducing the number to fi fteen before the commis-

sion saw the design again in October 2005, but the pantheon was doomed. 

Ed Jackson Jr. informed the commission that “the sponsoring foundation 

has clarifi ed the memorial’s focus to include Dr. King’s broader impact on 

issues of universal importance, extending beyond the civil rights movement 

within the United States.” He described the monument’s themes as “justice, 

democracy, and hope,” which had been included in the competition brief, “as 

well as the additional theme of love for mankind,” and assured his audience 

that the texts inscribed on the monuments “would be chosen to emphasize 

these themes.” By March 2006 the niches had been excised altogether, and 

with them King’s connection to other figures of the historical civil rights 

movement.41

Dehistoricized, King’s words, spoken and written as political acts in the 

heat of a bitter struggle, became his “teachings.” The planners’ focus turned 

to the selection of excerpts to inscribe on the memorial. The initial efforts 

combined often- elided quotations from disparate writings into synthetic 

texts that both the National Park Service and the National Commission on 

Fine Arts challenged. Architect Jackson responded that the omitted passages 

“were references to specifi c locations—Vietnam and Montgomery, Alabama. 

The foundation’s intention was to make the inscriptions universal and avoid 

making references to specifi c cities and countries.” James Chaffers, a member 

of the panel appointed to select the texts, described a diffi cult process, “with 

the eventual consensus that the emphasis should be on how Dr. King’s 

values could infl uence our daily lives and character, rather than emphasizing 

his own times; the result would be a ‘living memorial’ that would inspire 

generations.”42

The texts were not fi nally approved until the fall of 2010, when the com-

mission and the foundation clashed again over the issue of the quotations’ 

authenticity. Jackson assured the commissioners that the quotations had by 

then been “fully researched” for accuracy. Commissioner Witold Rybczinski 

challenged the use of “bibliographic” citations that might “detract from the 

intended uplifting effect of the quotations.” This was not customary for quo-
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tations carved on buildings and monuments, he said, and “the bibliographic 

information has a bureaucratic character that is not uplifting.” National Park 

Service representative Peter May responded that “the members of the public 

take a close interest in the accuracy of quotations on existing memorials,” but 

Rybczinski held his ground against this “bureaucratic tendency.”43

The most signifi cant change involved the inscriptions on the Stone of 

Hope. As imagined by ROMA, the sides were to be inscribed with two passag-

es from King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered at the Lincoln Memorial on 

August 28, 1963. One was the mountain of despair–stone of hope passage 

that provided the visual theme for the King Memorial. The other was a lesser- 

known passage sometimes known as the “Promissory Note,” in which King 

explicitly described the nation’s ongoing failure to extend to African Ameri-

cans the benefi ts guaranteed in the Constitution and the Declaration of Inde-

pendence. “When the architects of our republic wrote the magnifi cent words 

of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence,” King declared, 

“they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall 

heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes black men as well as white 

men, would be granted the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness.” Black Americans had come to Washington to collect on that 

note. But, he said, “it is obvious today America has defaulted on the promis-

sory note in so far as her citizens of color are concerned. . . . America has given 

the Negro people a bad check.” To include this text (or the fi rst sentence of it) 

on the memorial would be to imply the kind of apology inscribed in Reagan’s 

words on the Japanese American Memorial and it would imply a still- 

outstanding debt, particularly since the ROMA designers envisioned that 

King’s hand would grasp a pen, as in the original photograph, that would 

point toward the promissory note. As the design of the memorial was vetted 

and altered, these words disappeared and the pen was replaced by a scroll. 

No outstanding debt to African Americans would be acknowledged.44

The promissory note was replaced by a short phrase in which King de-

clares, “I was a drum major for justice, peace and righteousness.” These words 

embodied the abstract, nonspecific qualities that the planners believed 

rendered King’s words “universal,” but they also represented a misquotation, 

or at best an elision, of King’s words. The full quotation is derived from 

“The Drum Major Instinct,” a 1968 sermon that decries attention seeking, “the 

desire to be important, to surpass others, to achieve distinction” effortlessly. 

King concludes by speculating about what might be said of him at his 

funeral: “If you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum 
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major for justice; say that I was a drum major for peace; I was a drum major 

for righteousness. And all of the other shallow things will not matter. I won’t 

have any money to leave behind. I won’t have the fi ne and luxurious things 

of life to leave behind. But I just want to leave a committed life behind.”45

Critics immediately attacked the abbreviated text, vindicating Peter 

May’s observation that the public indeed scrutinized monument inscriptions. 

A Washington Post editorial writer pointed out the truncation, and the writer 

Maya Angelou, who had served on the committee that chose the quotation, 

declared that the result made King look like an “arrogant twit.” Ed Jackson 

proposed to add words to the beginning and end of the inscription to “contex-

tualize” it, but National Park Service offi cials determined to remove the in-

scription and to replace it with the full quotation. Jackson and his employers 

at the foundation dug in their heels, arguing that the decision had been made 

without consultation and that the Stone of Hope had been designed to 

accommodate the quotation as it appeared. Both sculptor Lei Yixin and in-

scription carver Nick Benson “felt that the inscription should be ‘very brief 

and succinct,’ ” Jackson said. Moreover, to excise the quotation and replace it 

would create a visible color difference that would belie the fi ction that the 

Stone of Hope was a monolith pulled from the Mountain of Despair. The con-

troversy should have been no surprise. When the truncated quotation was 

fi rst presented to the National Commission on Fine Arts in 2007, Rybczinski 

“explicitly urged that the full quotation from Dr. King about being called a 

‘drum major’ be used; Mr [Earl] Powell [the commission chair] and Ms. [Pame-

la] Nelson [the vice chair] concurred that the full original quote is stronger 

than the excerpt. Dr. Jackson agreed to make this change,” but he never did.46

As the planners and the regulators were debating the choice of King’s 

words, they were also negotiating the details of the King statue. ROMA’s win-

ning competition entry envisioned a fi gure of King emerging from, or perhaps 

merging into, the Stone of Hope. The image survived the entire decade’s vicis-

situdes of planning and construction, but the details of that image proved 

vexatious, as the parties struggled with everything from the degree to which 

King’s body should merge with the Stone of Hope to his facial expression.47

King’s pose was based on the same Bob Fitch photograph that Blome had 

used for the Rocky Mount statue (see fi g. 27). In 2007, the foundation intro-

duced Chinese sculptor Lei Yixin as sculptor of record. He would be responsi-

ble for transforming the historic photograph into the three- dimensional 

Stone of Hope. As Lei’s interpretation took shape, commission members be-

gan to question the nuances of the pose and of the fi gure’s integration with 
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the stone. In the version presented in April 2008, said Earl Powell, “the origi-

nal concept of the fi gure emerging from the stone has now shifted to a more 

centralized and static fi gure,” with the fi gure protruding more from the stone 

and posed less dynamically. Commissioner Diana Balmori, a landscape archi-

tect, added that the fi gure “appears to be applied onto the stone, whereas 

the original concept had a more integral relationship.” Powell, Balmori, and 

Commissioner John Belle praised “the off- center dynamic stance of the 

original concept” as superior to the version presented by Lei and Jackson. 

Commissioner Michael McKinnell “emphasized the symbolic importance 

of Dr. King’s image ‘being merged with the natural force of the stone’—an 

important metaphor for the memorial—rather than depicting him through 

the ‘colossal monumentalization’ that has acquired a negative connotation. 

He added that ‘the degree to which the metaphor of the stone and the man 

become one is absolutely imperative here.’ ” Powell condescendingly directed 

Lei to “the sculptures of Michalengelo [sic] and Rodin as successful examples 

of a fi gure emerging from stone.”48

The extended discussion of the Stone of Hope marks the National Com-

mission on Fine Arts’s deepest intervention into how the King Memorial 

would characterize its subject. As art historian Michele Bogart has shown, 

agencies such as the commission, appointed to oversee the embellishment 

of their home cities, mix aesthetic, historical, and political considerations in 

uneasy and often unacknowledged measures. They are typically appointed 

from the artistic and social elite of their locales, and they view their own aes-

thetic preferences as the most appropriate vehicles for creating a popular 

consensus around communal, social, and political values. At the time the crit-

ical issues of the King Memorial’s design were considered, the National Com-

mission on Fine Arts was chaired by the director of the National Gallery of 

Art, with a Texas artist and contributor to then- president George W. Bush’s 

campaign as vice chair. The other members were nationally known artists, 

architects, and landscape architects. The critiques of Lei’s design for the Stone 

of Hope drifted from the formally aesthetic to issues of the proper character-

ization of the subject. In doing so, the discussion inevitably became political.49

The debate began as the commission considered the fi gure’s integration 

with the Stone of Hope. Chair Earl Powell “questioned whether the rigid pose 

is the best way to express Dr. King’s personality.” John Belle added that “the 

current proposal has a more confrontational stance which is not appropriate.” 

As in the choice of quotations, which was largely the work of a committee 

appointed by the foundation, the commission sought to soften King’s image, 
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to treat him as a gentle shepherd rather than as a radical critic of American 

society and government, an analyst of economic as well as political injustice 

and, in the last years of his life, a trenchant critic of American militarism. As 

King delivered it, the “I Have a Dream” speech celebrated at the King Memo-

rial combined the optimistic passages inscribed there with an unblinking de-

nunciation of the desperate condition of blacks in 1960s America. His argu-

ments could well be considered “confrontational,” yet neither the commission 

nor the foundation was comfortable with them. Commission secretary 

Thomas Luebke told a reporter, “I don’t know that most people would say, 

‘Dr. King, he was really a confrontational guy.’ ” King’s nephew Isaac Newton 

Farris responded, “They’re saying it looks too confrontational. . . . I’m saying, 

what do you think he was doing?”50

Rather than seeing Lei’s “confrontational” King as a kind of native proph-

et, the commissioners chose to liken it to “colossal human sculptures [that] 

are rarely created in modern times. [McKinnell] said that recent imagery of 

such sculptures includes television broadcasts of these statues being pulled 

down in other countries, a comparison that would be harmful to the success 

of this memorial.” In his formal letter conveying the commissioners’ conclu-

sions to Joe Lawler, the National Park Service’s regional director, Luebke wrote, 

“The Commission members [believed that the Lei design] featured a stiffl y 

frontal image, static in pose, confrontational in character—and appearing as 

if it had been affi xed to the surface of the Stone of Hope.” Moreover, they 

“found that the colossal scale and Social Realist style of the proposed statue 

recalls a genre of political sculpture that has recently been pulled down in 

other countries. They said that the proposed treatment of the sculpture—as 

the most iconic and central element of the memorial to Dr. King—would be 

unfortunate and inappropriate as an expression of his legacy.” The commis-

sion believed that the problems it identifi ed could be addressed formally by 

pushing the fi gure deeper into the stone, “with increasing detail and empha-

sis on the upper part of the fi gure.”51

At the next commission meeting, architect Jackson read a formal re-

sponse to the commission’s criticism. The foundation had rejected two earlier 

artists’ proposals, he said, because they “depicted Dr. King embedded deeply 

in the Stone of Hope, which the Foundation concluded would confl ict with 

the intended metaphorical emergence of hope and freedom.” He also claimed 

that, contrary to the commissioners’ recollections, all earlier versions of the 

Stone of Hope had centered the statue. Jackson cited Fitch’s photograph as 

justifi cation for the statue’s pose, although “the sculpture was not intended 
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to represent a single historic photograph but to convey Dr. King’s spirit.” He 

added the King family was happy with the stone in its current incarnation 

but acknowledged that the foundation and the family continued to discuss 

whether the statue’s face ought to have “more of a smile . . . as opposed to a 

concerned look.”52

The last point refers to the “softening of Dr. King” that foundation director 

Harry Johnson had promised soon after the April meeting. Lei produced three 

alternative versions of King’s head as possible ways to “soften” his expression. 

The primary differences lay in the relative prominence of the furrowed ridges 

between his eyebrows and the varied narrowing of his eyes. In the end, the 

King family, granted the decision- making prerogative, chose the original.53

Popular discussion of the King Memorial, generally characterized by dissat-

isfaction with both the process and the result, began in earnest with the 

appointment of Lei Yixin in early 2007. Lei was chosen, the foundation said, 

“because of his talent, [his] vast expertise working with granite, and his 

experience with sculptures on a grand scale. Master Lei is considered both a 

national treasure of China as well as a fi rst- class sculptor.” Ed Jackson partic-

ularly emphasized Lei’s reputation as a carver of human faces.54

The choice of a nonblack sculptor generated heated discussion, much of it 

accelerated by attacks mounted by disgruntled sculptor Ed Dwight. The foun-

dation had initially hired Dwight to produce a small version of the Stone of 

Hope to give to donors. Dwight was named sculptor of record, and he expected 

to produce the full- scale sculpture. He participated in the selection of Lei, he 

said, on the understanding that the Chinese sculptor would be his assistant. Ac-

cording to a foundation spokesperson, the change was “a business decision. . . . 

We’re trying to raise money to build a memorial to Dr. King.”55

Dwight’s supporters argued that an American should carve the statue. 

No other nation, they claimed, would allow a monument to a national hero 

to be made by a foreigner. Some were adamant that it should be an African 

American, that “KingIsOurs,” as an Internet crusade organized by Atlanta art-

ist Gilbert Young put it. The argument was made on several grounds. Some, 

Dwight foremost among them, made essentialist claims about an inherently 

African American ability to “see” other blacks. Taking a position similar to 

that with which he had weighed in on the Rocky Mount controversy, Dwight 

told a reporter that Lei “doesn’t know how black people walk, how they stand, 

how their shoulders slope.” Others offered a more nuanced and experiential 

version of that argument, claiming that only an African American who had 
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been through the same experiences as King could understand and represent 

the true meaning of his struggle.56

Lei’s partisans relied on the same arguments about “universality” that 

the foundation and the commission had voiced. King’s “legacy belongs to 

all mankind, regardless of color, creed or geography,” the Atlanta Journal- 

Constitution editorialized in response to Gilbert Young’s crusade. Those who 

stressed the reverend’s blackness were “demagogues falsely claiming him as 

their exclusive property.” After all, the paper said, hadn’t King declared that 

people should be judged purely on their own merits—“the content of their 

character—without considering race, nationality or creed”? “Either we’re a 

colorblind society or we’re not. Imagine the outcry if a sculpture for the Na-

tional Mall was limited to white artists only.” To make any other argument 

was reverse racism, a self- appointed online ethics maven scolded.57

There was a nonessentialist historical argument for the choice of an 

African American sculptor that a few observers raised and that was much 

closer to King’s point of view than the abstraction of color- blindness. It is that 

color- blindness is an ideal that has not yet been achieved. As long as African 

Americans are demonstrably hindered by persistent structural and histori-

cal conditions that prevent their being judged on individual merit, then os-

tensible color- blindness merely perpetuates existing inequalities. Just before 

King’s speech at the Lincoln Memorial, James Baldwin wrote that “as long as 

we in the West place on color the value that we do, we make it impossible for 

the great unwashed to consolidate themselves according to any other prin-

ciple. Color is not a human or a personal reality; it is a political reality. But this 

is a distinction so extremely hard to make that the West has not been able to 

make it yet.” This view was very close to King’s, who, as Michael Eric Dyson 

has noted, wanted “a color- blind society, but only as oppression and racism 

were destroyed. . . . When color suggested neither privilege or punishment, 

human beings could enjoy the fruits of our common life.” If that were the 

case, then color- blindness could apply in this instance only if true civic, social, 

and economic equality had been obtained. Thus, a Washington Post blogger 

reasoned, whereas it is absurd to claim that members of any particular group 

can be depicted only by others of the same group, the symbolic nature of a 

monument is such that every detail, including the identity of the maker, is 

important to interested parties. “In a country [where blacks are] still strug-

gling to achieve parity with the majority,” she wrote, “it just seems viscerally 

wrong that somebody from within that community was not chosen to do 

this work.”58
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For Lei’s opponents, conspiracy was the only possible explanation for 

his selection. It was self- evident that there were Americans, especially black 

Americans, who were competent to do the job. They seized on the absence 

of a competition for the statue. Since the King memorial was being created 

by a private foundation, albeit in consultation with and fi nancially assisted 

by the federal government, it was free to make whatever choices it liked with 

respect to the selection process. There was no requirement for a competition 

or for open bidding, which made matters worse in the eyes of critics. They did 

not trust the motives of Alpha Phi Alpha or its King Memorial Foundation, 

which some depicted as eager to sell out black interests for its members’ 

own advancement. Lei was “hand- picked by a group of brothers who had 

fought for more than ten years to have Dr. King honored on the mall.” Why 

would they do this if there were not some ignominious reasons for doing 

so? Ed Dwight made the widely repeated charge that Lei was chosen in return 

for a promised gift of $25 million from the Chinese government and a 

good price on the stone from which the memorial would be made, an accu-

sation that both the foundation and China vehemently denied. Detractors 

found corruption in every aspect of the foundation’s work. “Public and private 

donors are not aware [of] the extent to which MLK Memorial Project 

members are using funds to travel to Italy and China to inspect stones,” pro-

lifi c foundation critic Gloria D. Gibson charged. According to Gibson and oth-

ers, a play by Clayborne Carson, editor of the Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

and a member of the foundation board, was being produced in China in ex-

change for the choice of Lei. Accusations of this sort then washed back over 

the original competition for the memorial’s design, which had received little 

scrutiny during the previous seven years. Now it appeared that that compe-

tition, too, had been corrupt. Carson, the head of the King Research Institute, 

had served as an adviser to the ROMA Design Group, the team that won the 

competition. “No other entrant was favored with his input,” wrote Lea Win-

frey Young, wife of KingIsOurs’s Gilbert Young. In retrospect, it seemed that 

the original competition had also been rigged, a suspicion that appeared to 

Winfrey Young to be confi rmed when [KingIsOurs] “made that bit of info 

public, [and] Roma quietly bowed out (didn’t read about that did ya.) They 

were replaced by a black, female run fi rm from DC. Things have to ‘look’ right, 

RIGHT?”59

In the summer of 2007, unexpected allies shifted the attacks on Lei to 

another key. Prominent Chinese American anti- Communist Anna Lau lent 

her voice to the opposition. The American granite industry also weighed in, 
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disappointed that its products would not be more extensively used in the 

King Memorial. (Although the main elements were crafted of Chinese gran-

ite, American stone was used for some subsidiary details, which critics dis-

missed as “the leftovers.”) Clint Button, a sculptor and the self- identified 

spokesman for American granite producers, allied with the Youngs’ King-

IsOurs campaign to protest the hiring of Lei and the use of foreign granite. 

Button was careful to note that his family had been granite cutters in Barre, 

Vermont, since the late nineteenth century, thus evoking the familiar narra-

tive of the decline of American craft and industry in the face of foreign com-

petition. Now the emphasis on African American identity was dropped in 

favor of a nationalist appeal. “We should not forget that when many of us 

say . . . King is ours, we typically mean that he is . . . American,” Gibson wrote. 

The Youngs agreed: “When we say King Is Ours, we don’t mean he belongs 

only to black people. We mean he belongs to US.” The foundation, its oppo-

nents said, had “outsourced” the project to China, exacerbating America’s 

economic decline and putting it at a disadvantage on the global stage. Amer-

icans couldn’t compete for the project because the Chinese version would be 

“quarried/produced under virtual slave labor conditions.” Far- right commen-

tators, while not explicitly allying themselves with KingIsOurs, publicized its 

campaign. The Young- Button effort has never elicited a response from the 

foundation, nor has it been terminated by the completion of the monument. 

The Youngs, Button, and their supporters demanded after the dedication 

ceremony that the King Memorial be destroyed and replaced with another 

one made in the United States.60

The fi ght over the sculptor has, not surprisingly, affected the reception of 

the work. In this instance, Thomas Luebke’s widely reported characterization 

of Lei’s design as “Social Realist” proved decisive. Several common but ques-

tionable assumptions crystallized around it. The deepest of these was ground-

ed in the Romantic notion that a work of art is not merely a physical artifact 

but a revelation of the artist’s deepest personal attributes. If this is so, the art-

ist’s ethnic identity, life history, and political allegiances are all germane to 

understanding his or her work, and indeed the artist cannot escape revealing 

them. A second was to confl ate “China,” “Communism,” and artistic style into 

one entity. The term “Social Realism” as Luebke used it was not coextensive 

with Socialist Realism but referred to an aesthetic of the 1920s and 1930s 

widely practiced in nations of varying political orientations, including the 

United States. Socialist Realism is a subset of Social Realism. The terms are 

similar enough, though, to reanimate Cold War stereotypes of Communism 
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and Socialist Realism. That Lei was from China meant that his art was auto-

matically Socialist Realist. A campaign of Red- baiting of the foundation and 

of Lei followed that was uncomfortably similar to the kind of Red- baiting 

directed at the civil rights movement in the 1960s and that one still hears 

from the far right today. Others on the right assumed that the Chinese gov-

ernment’s interest in the project served its project to “merg[e] the legacies of 

Mao and MLK. . . . Are the Chinese attempting to raise their murderous leader 

to the same level of respect as MLK?”61

Lei was depicted as a quintessentially Communist artist. His creation of 

statues of Mao Zedong defi ned him as the embodiment of the Chinese polit-

ical system of fi fty years earlier. “Lei Yixin is well known throughout China for 

fabricating statue(s) of the murderous Communist dictator Mao Tse Tung. 

This means he is a supporter of the ideology of the People[’]s Republic of 

China, and a member of the manipulative, artistic arm of the socialist govern-

ment whose job is to glorify the teachings of Mao and control anyone and 

everyone who would try to be like Dr. King,” wrote a columnist for a self- 

identifi ed politically progressive website. A conservative African American 

blogger agreed: “Let us remember that if Dr. King was living in China during 

his lifetime, he would have been arrested because China did not have Civil 

Rights for their people.” But King was not living there, and of course he was 

arrested here many times, since America “did not have Civil Rights” for many 

of its own people either. Moreover, Lei’s own history is more complex than 

the caricature acknowledges and makes it diffi cult to categorize him neatly 

as an apologist for the Chinese government, past or present. He has made 

statues of Mao, but as the child of scholars, he was also one of the educated 

youth exiled to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s 

and 1970s. Lei has family in the United States who fl ed the 1949 Chinese Rev-

olution and who served as his guides and interpreters during his visits to 

Washington to work on the King Memorial. To characterize him by one group 

of his works is to miss the eclecticism of most public sculptors. Although 

some specialize in certain subjects, such as Dwight’s focus on African Amer-

ican history, most, including many who have made civil rights memorials, 

lack that luxury. Sculptors of King have also made images of sports, political, 

business, and military fi gures, as well as of private clients. It is unlikely that 

they shared all of their subjects’ political sensibilities.62

Lei’s responses to his critics gave them ammunition. Sometimes he de-

scribed the task before him as technically “not very diffi cult” and emphasized 

that his studio was lined with photographs of King from every possible angle, 
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which was all he needed to produce better work than any of his competitors 

could. As if to demonstrate the simplicity of the task, he produced a working 

maquette in four weeks. To be a sculptor of this sort was simply to be a skill-

ful translator of images from one medium to another. At other times Lei 

seemed to accept, or to feel he had to preempt, the Romantic conception of 

the artist. When he was announced as sculptor of record, he claimed to have 

fi rst read King’s Lincoln Memorial speech when he was ten years old and to 

have watched “hours” of videos of King speaking in preparation for undertak-

ing the King Memorial commission. He was inspired in his work by his sub-

ject’s “passion in pursuing a dream and his faith in mankind.”63

Lei’s King came almost inevitably to be perceived as “just another semi- 

divine communist hero . . . a variant on Andy Warhol’s giant portraits of Mao,” as 

a participant in a web- based sculptural discussion group declared. Others pro-

fessed to see “a certain Oriental cast to the features.” These sentiments echoed 

widely not only in the blogosphere but among mainstream journalists such as 

the Washington Post’s Marc Fisher, who charged that Lei’s King has the “arrogant 

stance of a dictator, clad in a boxy suit, with an impassive, unapproachable 

mien, looking more like an Eastern Bloc Politburo member than an inspiration-

al, transformational preacher who won a war armed with nothing but truth and 

words.” Art critic Blake Gopnik made similar accusations. Curiously, the only crit-

ic who disagreed with the charge of arrogance and authoritarianism was Ed 

Dwight, who thought the fi gure “shrinking [and] shriveled.”64

Throughout the planning and creation of the King Memorial, the central 

battle was over the characterization of King, not the likeness. Although wags 

claimed that the statue looked more like Eddie Murphy, Jesse Jackson, or 

“Hans Solo frozen in carbonite,” few people other than Ed Dwight seriously 

questioned the statue’s resemblance to its subject as they had at Rocky 

Mount. Dwight claimed that “the head is too small in relation to the body and 

sits too far back, the forehead lacks King’s distinctive slope, the brow is too 

prominent, the eyes are too deep- set, the posture is too stiff, and the body is 

too thick. Also the clothing is uncharacteristically bulky, the eyes are cast 

down, and the look of King gracefully emerging from the rock has been re-

placed by a mostly separate form merely ‘plastered’ onto the stone.” He told 

another interviewer that Lei “has him with this big bulky coat on and with 

his legs far apart. King never looked like that in his life, man. This man was a 

suave, silk- suit- wearing dude.”65

Most disputed the nature of King’s character and the clarity of its repre-

sentation in the memorial. Was he a mild- mannered saint or a stern prophet? 
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A dispenser of comfort or of rebuke? Whites overwhelmingly preferred the 

former. They wanted to see him as “universal,” as a healer, someone who ap-

pealed to their better instincts and made them see the error of their ways. 

They wanted a “Safe Negro,” in Michael Eric Dyson’s formulation. The impli-

cations were fi rst, that those dark days are behind us, and second, that it was 

white agency rather than black that was important. Their consciences 

pricked, whites lifted blacks to equality, with the objects of their newfound 

sympathy playing only a passive role in the process. As political scientist 

Adolph Reed pointed out, such a viewpoint “implies that the black experience 

exists only insofar as it intersects white American concerns and responds to 

white initiatives.” Reed went on to cite Ralph Ellison’s observation that white 

society tends to view blacks “ ‘simply as the creation of white men.’ ” Having 

made slaves and serfs of blacks, whites now made them citizens, coaxed 

along by the gentle and conciliatory tones of Martin Luther King Jr. This 

theme underlay the planning of the memorial at least since congressional au-

thorization in 1997. Maryland representative Constance A. Morella, a cospon-

sor of the legislation in the House of Representatives, spoke of the “spirit of 

brotherhood and cooperation” that King promoted. “Dr. King challenged us 

to envision a world in which social justice and peace will prevail among all 

people.” Since African Americans presumably didn’t need help envisioning 

such a world, the antecedent of “us” seems clear. A Philadelphia Daily News 

editorial emphasized that “Dr. King is a hero of epochal greatness for all 

America, not just for one race or cause. His was a message to free, to heal, to 

inspire all people.” To put it another way, we know better than you how King 

should be portrayed.66

The dismissal of black concerns through appeals to universalism also col-

ored the debate over the choice of Lei Yixin and reactions to the completed 

monument. “Lei was chosen after an international search because of his re-

nowned virtuosity for hewing large, lifelike statues from unforgiving granite. 

In other words, the content of Lei’s artistic character mattered more than the 

color of his skin or country of origin,” the Atlanta Journal- Constitution in-

toned. Washington Post critic Blake Gopnik argued that a great King monu-

ment “would distill out the essence of his message.” Even here, white central-

ity in the story often crept in. One white correspondent, responding to an 

article about architect Ed Jackson Jr., attacked the “outsourcing” of the work, 

arguing that “White AMERICANS are seldom given credit for helping the Black 

people of the USA, but they sure as heck have done more than the Chinese to-

ward MLK’s dream.”67
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Lay commentators and established critics, including some who were 

sympathetic to the King Memorial, noted a glaring omission in the texts 

and images: the absence of references to race generally, and specifi cally to 

African Americans, who, after all, were the objects of King’s efforts. New York 

Times reviewer Edward Rothstein was at a loss to explain why the memorial 

never referred to the civil rights struggle, preferring instead to attempt “a 

kind of ethereal universality.” Boyce Watkins, an African American blogger, 

passed on an unattributed but widely believed report that “during a meeting 

with the heads of the committee to build the memorial . . . race and racial in-

equality had been deliberately excluded from all of the quotes on the MLK 

Memorial. According to the witness who sent me this message, the individ-

ual [foundation CEO Harry Johnson] who made the decision to leave out 

Dr. King’s quotes on race and racial inequality felt that for his children, race 

isn’t a factor and that he wanted the memorial to go beyond race.”68

At the same time, many of these same commentators revealed an uneasi-

ness toward, or even an outright rejection of, the idea that King, universal 

though his message might be, was the equal of his neighbors on the National 

Mall. This uneasiness was most evident in the ubiquitous comments about the 

size of King’s statue compared to those of Jefferson and Lincoln that bracketed 

it. It is as though statue size were an absolute indicator of relative importance. 

After attesting that King “is one of the few undoubtedly, undilutedly great fi g-

ures of the 20th century,” Gopnik asked what the scale of the statue meant “oth-

er than that he counts as a really big guy in American history?” The question is 

fair enough, but then Gopnik felt compelled to remind his readers that the stat-

ue is bigger than Abraham Lincoln’s, which is meaningless unless one thinks the 

disparity improper. Rothstein, too, noted the size difference without drawing 

out its implications explicitly. Right- wingers were less coy. “This statue—taller 

than both the Jefferson and Lincoln memorials—is slated to stand between 

them and it must be stopped. Just like the Ground Zero mosque,” one wrote. All 

focused on the absolute size of the statues rather than their scale within their 

settings. None acknowledged that if we think of the three memorials in their en-

tirety, rather than focusing exclusively on the fi gural sculptures, both the Jeffer-

son and the Lincoln Memorials are much taller than the King Memorial, whose 

total height was strictly limited by the National Capital Planning Commission 

when the memorial was fi rst approved. The Jefferson and Lincoln Memorials 

are visible from a distance; King’s must be sought out.69

The black audience’s response was mixed but largely favorable to the 

“confrontational” King. Columnist Courtland Milloy told of a black friend who 
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agreed that King looked confrontational, but “I love that King is looking defi -

ant. . . . Hands crossed. . . . King looks more forceful than [President] Obama. 

With so many of our rights (and money) being taken away we need some 

cold ‘Stone Leaders’ to stop the assault.” Milloy’s own view was more cynical. 

He thought that King’s stern mien would appeal to America’s militaristic cul-

ture as well as to the black middle class, “which places a premium on order 

and discipline.” Syndicated columnist Eugene Robinson put the matter very 

directly: “Given a choice between a Martin Luther King whose saintly mar-

tyrdom redeemed the soul of white America and a defi ant Martin Luther 

King who changed the nation through the force of his indomitable will, I’ll 

take the latter.”70

The King Memorial that emerged from this contentious process is a curi-

ous hybrid of the anodyne and the confrontational, although the nature of 

the confrontation remains unnamed. Those who dislike the memorial see 

only the former. This memorial is “about Caucasians and their worldview.” It 

tells “their story instead of our story . . . despite our hand in the creation of the 

memorial.” The foundation is to blame: the King Memorial presents a spec-

tacle of “these so- called Black people Kissing these white people’s ASS for the 

Love of Money and selling Their Afro- American people back into slavery in 

modern times.”71

It is noteworthy that the foundation was responsible for both the ano-

dyne and the confrontational aspects of the King Memorial. The foundation’s 

committee made the selection of quotations to emphasize the “universal” by 

playing down race, nation, and the politics of the 1960s. But the foundation 

also chose the confrontational pose. Lei told a reporter that “there was much 

internal debate at the foundation about how King should look. Some thought 

the statue should refl ect King as an ambassador of peace. Some wanted to 

present his urbane, intellectual side. Still others wanted to make him into a 

towering heroic fi gure.” The last prevailed. James Chaffers and Jon Lockard, 

two artists who were part of the foundation’s decision- making process, re-

ported that the foundation “wanted the statue to show King as a warrior for 

peace, not a placid pacifi st.” It appears that the foundation sought to follow 

Alpha Phi Alpha’s mission of uplift and black visibility but was wary of the 

predictable bridling of the National Commission on Fine Arts at such a 

presentation.72

The process gave us a King Memorial that is neither good nor bad. Like 

most King memorials, it reduces the man to a few clichéd metaphors—the 

stone of hope, the waters of righteousness—and then visualizes these in a lit-



A  S T E R N - F A C E D ,  T W E N T Y - E I G H T - F O O T - T A L L  B L A C K  M A N  133

eral way, failing to acknowledge that visual and literary metaphors work dif-

ferently and are not interchangeable. Formally and conceptually the King 

Memorial is a middle- of- the- road version of the contemporary American for-

mula for large- scale public memorials. Like most of its peers, historical rough 

edges are smoothed off so that no one can be offended, as commenters were 

quick to note. Its shying away from what Michael Eric Dyson calls frankly 

“our blood- stained racial history” is as predictable and as consistent with 

most civil rights and African American history memorials as it is disappoint-

ing. The civil rights movement arose to confront this central fact of American 

history, one that has shaped not only black but all of American history since 

its beginning. Yet even in a monument to the movement’s central fi gure, it is 

a truth that cannot be named. One need not fall into the trap that has cap-

tured many contemporary memorials, in which creators try to override fl uid-

ity of visual metaphor through texts and images that fi x the interpretation 

available to the viewer, but a more historically complete presentation that al-

lowed King to remain in his historical context and to appear as a changing 

human fi gure with many facets would have made for a richer memorial.73

The King monuments at Rocky Mount and Washington offer, at differing 

scales and degrees of complexity, a glimpse of the ghost of white supremacy 

that haunts the Southern memorial landscape. In both cities, African Ameri-

cans and whites struggled over the issue of memorial portraiture as likeness 

and characterization, as a way of working out the meanings of Martin Luther 

King Jr. and, by extension, of the movement in which he was a central actor. 

The result in both cases was muddled, but in both instances whites contin-

ued to insist on the superiority—the breadth, the objectivity, the inclusive-

ness—of their own viewpoint and to disparage black views as narrow, self- 

involved, and myopic. Only in Birmingham was the tyranny of white 

sensitivities challenged, if not entirely overcome.
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It became sacred ground for us.

—THE REVEREND ABRAHAM WOODS JR., 1985

Among the many monuments in Birmingham’s Kelly Ingram Park, one catches 

the eye (fi g. 31). A German shepherd dog, its teeth bared, lunges at a young 

African American boy. A stern- looking police offi cer, his eyes hidden behind 

aviator glasses, pulls the dog’s leash in one hand and grasps the boy’s sweater 

in the other. To most viewers, the reference is immediately evident: the statue 

is based on Bill Hudson’s famous photograph of Walter Gadsden and Offi cer 

Dick Middleton and his dog Leo, taken on May 3, 1963 (fi g. 32). But Ronald Scott 

McDowell’s Dogs (1995–96; also known as the Foot Soldier Monument) departs 

signifi cantly from its model. The cop in the monument is slimmer, more static 

and resolute in his pose, more clearly an aggressor than in Hudson’s photo-

graph. The photographic policeman appears to be pulling the youth toward 

him; the sculptural one appears to be preventing the boy from falling away 

from the dog’s grasp. The boy in the statue is younger than the one in the pho-

tograph. He is off- balance and falling, unable to resist the dog and its handler, 

his hands dropping back to brace his fall. In the photograph, Gadsden grabs 

Middleton’s arm with his left hand and lifts his left leg to fend off the dog’s 

attack, as his father had taught him to do. Most important, Gadsden was an 

observer rather than a participant in the demonstrations, whereas the monu-

mental representation of the incident is dedicated to the “foot soldiers . . . war-

riors of a great cause” who were active demonstrators.1

Dogs erases the ambiguities of the photograph, noted by several recent 

observers, that allow one to read it as an image not of black victimization but 

of black resistance (the hand and the knee) or of white struggles to control 

black disorder. Like many contemporary monuments, it forgoes the ambigu-

ity of metaphor in favor of a clear narrative and an unmistakable message. 

CHAPTER 4 {A PLACE OF REVOLUTION AND 
RECONCILIATION
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The difference is one, not simply of artists’ points of view, but of thirty years 

of construction of the meaning of the events in Kelly Ingram Park and their 

signifi cance for Birmingham’s present. The statue conveys part of the politi-

cal message underlying the park’s transformation in the years 1990 to 1993. 

That redesign crystallized a civic myth articulated by Mayor David J. Vann 

and adapted by his successor, Richard Arrington Jr., whose administration 

shifted the accent to black agency and at the same time emphasized white 

transgressions more openly.2

Kelly Ingram Park today is a kind of sculpture garden, a complex space 

that houses a disparate group of eleven monuments. The park retains the 

diagonal walks and central circle that organized it almost since its beginning. 

It focuses on a circular pool of water divided into four quadrants, with a band-

stand to its east (downtown) side. A larger circular path, “Freedom Walk,” 

serves as a setting for three blue- steel monuments by artist James Drake—

Children’s March, Police Dog Attack, and Firehosing of Demonstrators. Just 

north of the southeast walk McDowell’s Dogs stands on a high pedestal. Near 

the northwest corner, the statue of Martin Luther King Jr. faces the Sixteenth 

Street Baptist Church, a site that was important to veterans of the 1963 dem-

onstrations, according to one of the planners (see fi g. 23). Diagonally opposite 

the King statue, a low, limestone sculpture by Raymond Kaskey depicting 

three ministers kneeling in prayer stands in an open circle of granite bollards. 

Four bollards are broken to represent the four children murdered in the 

bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, which is visible behind the 

monument. At the southwest corner, four stelae honoring pre- 1960s leaders 

of black Birmingham fl ank the entry, facing the Gaston Building. Diagonally 

opposite them, on the northeast corner, is a monument to Osmond Kelly 

Ingram, namesake of the park, which was moved from its original site at the 

center of the park. A low wall of rough- faced ashlar stones, with indented 

quadrants at each corner, encircles the park. The inscription “Place of Revolu-

tion and Reconciliation” marks each park entrance.3

In 1963, Kelly Ingram Park was a very different place from that I have just 

described. Return to Bill Hudson’s renowned photograph of Walter Gadsden 

and the police dog (see fi g. 32). The central action in the photograph takes 

place at the intersection of Sixteenth Street North and Sixth Avenue North. 

There are people all around. Some watch the dog attack, while others look out 

of the frame to the left, perhaps at similar actions happening elsewhere in the 

scene. The Coca Cola–branded Jockey Boy Restaurant sign presides over the 

tableau. The sign is visible in many other photographs such as this one, taken 
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near the corner of Sixteenth Street North and Sixth Avenue North in 1963. In 

one, Bob Adelman captured two girls and a boy, arms outspread, standing in 

Kelly Ingram Park holding hands. They appear to be dancing as they brace 

themselves against the blasts of high- pressure water hoses. In a third, four 

men, including Julian Bond and John Lewis, stare wearily out of the frame to-

ward the bombed remains of Sixteenth Street Baptist Church (fi g. 33).

On closer examination, one can see that the Jockey Boy sign that looms 

so incongruously over the action in these photographs projects from the cor-

ner of an ordinary late- nineteenth- century commercial building that serves 

as a common stage set framing all of the photographs. The sign identifi es a 

specifi c place within which the racial struggle is played out, giving disparate 

acts a spatial concreteness that seems to knit them into a single narrative. Or-

dinary landscapes such as this one, relics of the New South city of the early 

Fig. 31. Dogs (The Foot Soldier Monument) (Ronald Scott McDowell, 1995–96), Kelly Ingram 
Park, Birmingham, Alabama. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Fig. 32. Police dog attacking Walter Gadsden, Birmingham, Alabama, May 1963. 
Photo: © Bill Hudson/Corbis.

twentieth century, were the stages of the civil rights struggle. As a side effect 

of the destruction of the New South racial order, the New South townscape 

exemplifi ed by the Jockey Boy Restaurant was eventually, although not inev-

itably, dismantled. Even those who came to see Kelly Ingram Park and its 

environs as “sacred ground,” as it is now commonly called, had no use for its 

particulars. The historic setting was replaced by a commemorative landscape 

that re- presented the struggle in a contextless space.

Kelly Ingram Park’s role in Birmingham’s racial struggles was almost acciden-

tal. From the inception of Birmingham’s system of racial apartheid, African 

Americans resisted, their resistance becoming more overt and more resolute 

as the twentieth century wore on. As the struggle heated up in the 1950s, civ-

il rights organizing took place in many small, mostly working- class black 

churches that were scattered throughout Birmingham’s industrial periphery 

and that formed the backbone of the Alabama Christian Movement for 

Human Rights (ACMHR), organized in 1956 by the Reverend Fred L. Shuttles-

worth with the Reverend Abraham Woods, Jr., the Reverend Nelson Smith, 

and several other young clergy. Civil rights actions were also scattered 
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throughout the city, at the city’s bus stops, in 

its buses and train stations and schoolyards, 

and often in its city hall and courtrooms. But 

Kelly Ingram Park happened to be located be-

tween the African American churches that 

were the sally ports of most of the 1963 

marches and the city hall, county courthouse, 

and white business district that were the des-

tinations of most of the demonstrations.4

Still, Kelly Ingram Park’s notoriety was 

not entirely accidental. Even before it became 

sacred ground, it was a fraught space in the 

tense racial landscape of Birmingham. As 

West or West End Park, the 3.75- acre square 

was one of three public spaces deeded by the 

Elyton Land Company to the fl edgling City of 

Birmingham in 1883, with the stipulation that 

they be “ornamented, kept and used as public 

parks.” Before the city’s borders were expand-

ed in 1910, West Park was surrounded by the 

houses of prosperous whites. The neighborhood began to diversify as the 

well- off migrated to neighborhoods around the fringes of the enlarged city. 

By 1936, African Americans formed 70 percent of the neighborhood’s popu-

lation. As blacks began to move to this section of Birmingham, a black busi-

ness district grew in the right angle defi ned by the white- dominated com-

mercial districts along First and Second Avenues North and Twentieth Street 

North.5

Despite the neighborhood’s racial transformation, West Park remained a 

white preserve. In 1903 black Birminghamians were legally forbidden to use 

any of the city’s parks, except when working as servants to whites or passing 

through. Eventually a few parks were designated for African Americans in 

other parts of the city, but the white grip on West Park tightened. On Novem-

ber 12, 1918, a day after the armistice that ended World War I, it was renamed 

in honor of Osmond Kelly Ingram, a white sailor from nearby Oneonta who 

was the fi rst American seaman killed in the war. Fourteen years later, the city’s 

Armistice Day celebration culminated at West Park, the endpoint of “one of the 

greatest parades Birmingham has ever witnessed.” Josephus Daniels, the war-

time secretary of the navy, publisher of the Raleigh News and Observer, and an 

Fig. 33. Jimmy Hicks, Julian Bond, John 
Lewis, and Jeremiah X view the bombed 
remains of the Sixteenth Street Baptist 
Church, Birmingham, Alabama, September 
12, 1963. Photo: © Danny Lyon/Magnum.
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outspoken white supremacist, presided at the dedication of a monument to 

Ingram donated by a fraternal order, the Knights of the Maccabees [sic].6

The park’s status as a white preserve was vigorously reasserted in the ear-

ly 1960s. In response to a 1957 lawsuit initiated by Shuttlesworth that sought 

the integration of Birmingham’s parks and recreational facilities, US District 

Judge Hobart H. Grooms ordered in October 1961 that the parks be integrated 

by January 15, 1962. Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor and Mayor 

Art Hanes took measures to close them instead, threatening to sell them if 

necessary. Shortly after the judge’s ruling, Connor ordered the parks and rec-

reation board to suspend all capital projects in the parks and to cancel all con-

tracts for construction that had not yet begun. The Birmingham News at-

tempted to rally public opposition to the closings on the grounds that it would 

adversely affect the city’s ability to attract new businesses and jobs, while 

members of the park and recreation board resisted the move on the grounds 

that children would be harmed. The city commission reduced the city’s park 

budget to the minimum required by state law, prepared to sell the zoo’s ani-

mals, and posted No Trespassing signs on park structures throughout the city, 

although the park and recreation board refused to post them on the grounds 

themselves. Eventually a compromise allowed the zoo, the botanical garden, 

Legion Field stadium, and Woodrow Wilson Park, adjacent to the city hall and 

county courthouse, to remain open, but Kelly Ingram Park, along with other 

ordinary park facilities, was offi cially closed.7

Kelly Ingram Park’s whiteness was occasionally challenged before the 

1960s. According to A. G. Gaston, who reigned as Birmingham’s wealthiest 

and most powerful African American businessman for seven decades before 

his death in 1996, the establishment of his funeral home in a former mansion 

at the southwest corner of the park emboldened some blacks to use the park 

recreationally. Yet it was risky to do so. W. C. Patton recalled that in the 1920s 

when he walked through the park on his way home from Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church, he “was always afraid of being attacked by somebody.”8

In truth, the park was increasingly a no- man’s land. Surrounded by a 

black neighborhood but formally restricted to white use, it lost its potential 

active African American constituency as its black residents began to abandon 

the neighborhood. As whites left the city of Birmingham for the suburbs, 

blacks who could afford to do so moved into formerly white- dominated 

districts, so that the black neighborhoods close to the city center in 1950 were 

occupied predominantly by unemployed and underemployed industrial 

workers hard- hit by the loss of reliable jobs in the declining steel and coal 
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industries. A 1950 Sanborn map shows the area around Kelly Ingram Park as 

a mixed commercial and residential neighborhood with signifi cant vacancies 

beginning to open in the landscape. Around the edges of the park, Gaston 

built a new motel, a radio station, a modernist building for his Booker T. Wash-

ington Insurance Company and his business school, and a funeral home. By 

1965, despite Gaston’s heavy investment in new construction, the Sanborn 

map shows a landscape even more pockmarked by vacant lots, some caused 

by the riots that followed the May 1963 bombing of Gaston’s motel. The park 

itself “was dirty. Paper littered its patchy grass,” according to a Birmingham 

News account of the demonstrations of May 1963.9

Thus when Kelly Ingram Park was fi nally opened to African Americans, 

few people were living nearby. The park became “a repository of various bits 

of civic bric- a- brac, a place where decent blacks seldom went and whites were 

almost never seen,” according to one reporter. It was taken over by “derelicts,” 

recalled one of the planners of a 1990–92 redesign. Then the park began to ac-

cumulate symbolic importance as a repository of monuments arguing con-

fl icting interpretations of black Birmingham’s recent past. Initially it embod-

ied the struggle over black leadership in the 1960s and beyond. Eventually 

it was redesigned as a didactic landscape by the city’s transformed urban 

government.10

The Southern Courier, a Montgomery- based civil rights paper, observed in 

1966 that “you could fi ll a small convention hall with all the ‘Negro leaders’ in 

Birmingham. There are political leaders, social leaders, economic leaders, re-

ligious leaders, and civil rights leaders—all leading in different directions.” 

This struggle for legitimacy among black Birmingham’s would- be leaders oc-

casioned the earliest memorialization in Kelly Ingram Park. In 1979, the year 

that the city elected its fi rst black mayor, two pink marble stelae were erect-

ed in the park on A. G. Gaston’s initiative (fi g. 34). The markers were erected 

at the southeast corner of the park facing Gaston’s striking modernist head-

quarters, which had been celebrated at its opening in 1960 as a model of 

black achievement. The new markers honored two prominent members of 

the early- twentieth- century black middle class, Pauline Bray Fletcher and 

Carrie L. Tuggle. Fletcher was the fi rst black registered nurse in Alabama. As 

president of Birmingham’s black YWCA, she organized a campaign after 

World War I to construct a new building for the organization a block north of 

Kelly Ingram Park. In 1926, Fletcher became director of a summer camp for 

black children that she had founded with the aid of the some of the city’s 
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most prominent African American businessmen and professionals. Tuggle 

opened a school for poor black children in 1903 that limped along until her 

death in 1924. She was closely allied with Booker T. Washington, who visited 

the school several times. Washington’s philosophy of black self- reliance and 

political reticence deeply impressed one student—Gaston—who named 

several of his enterprises after the conservative black leader.11

The choice of honorees was pointed. Fletcher and Tuggle were black 

achievers who had done much to uplift the lower classes. Just as important, 

Tuggle’s school had been founded as the result of the joint efforts of black fra-

ternities and charitable white businessmen. In Gaston’s words, the school 

was “supported by good people throughout the city, both white and colored.” 

The message could not be lost on those familiar with the civil rights struggles 

of the 1950s and 1960s, when Gaston and other black “moderates” sought to 

negotiate the amelioration of Birmingham’s racial order with their counter-

parts among the white elite. The earliest efforts collapsed after the Brown v. 

Board of Education Supreme Court decision and the subsequent hardening of 

white supremacist politics in Birmingham, marked by the return to power of 

Eugene “Bull” Connor as police commissioner.12

Fig. 34. Monuments (left to right) to Pauline Bray Fletcher (1979), Julius Ellsberry (Ronald 
Scott McDowell, 1998), Carrie L. Tuggle (1979), and Ruth L. Jackson (McDowell, 1998), Kelly 
Ingram Park. Photo: Dell Upton.
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The slack was taken up by the Reverend Fred L. Shuttlesworth. Under his 

leadership, the ACMHR mounted an aggressive and multipronged attack on 

segregation, working simultaneously for the integration of schools, transpor-

tation, parks, the police force, and governmental employment. For the fi rst 

several years of its existence, the ACMHR employed a carefully calculated 

strategy that used limited direct- action interventions to set up court chal-

lenges. Black moderates saw Shuttlesworth as an upstart, insufficiently 

respectful of his more established elders, and as a danger to the glacial prog-

ress they envisioned. They resented both Shuttlesworth’s notoriety and his 

successes in his more aggressive efforts.13

The tensions between black moderates and black activists in Birmingham, 

their joint goal of eliminating segregation, and the visibility of national devel-

opments in the early 1960s complicated Birmingham’s famous demonstra-

tions of 1963 in ways that shaped the future memorial landscape. Black 

moderates believed that they had an opening for negotiated change. In 1962, 

white moderates had persuaded voters to change the form of government 

from the three- person city commission, dominated by Connor, to a mayor- 

council system that they believed would curtail the power of white suprema-

cists. Shuttlesworth and his followers, frustrated by the slow pace of court- 

ordered change and intrigued by the successes of direct action elsewhere, had 

meanwhile begun to plan a series of major demonstrations that ultimately

 became known as Project C, for Confrontation. In doing so, they called in the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a group to which Shuttlesworth 

and other local ministers belonged and that was famously associated with 

Martin Luther King Jr.14

In the heat of the Project C demonstrations, lines between the two camps 

were crossed and recrossed. At the urge of the moderates, the ACMHR and the 

SCLC had agreed to suspend the Project C actions until after the referendum 

on city government, but the white and black moderates wanted them to wait 

longer “to give us a chance to prove what we could do through the political 

processes.” Instead the demonstrations were launched during a period when 

the city had two governments. Connor and the other city commissioners re-

fused to leave offi ce, arguing that they were entitled to serve out their terms, 

while the new mayor and council claimed immediate authority. During this 

period, two competing mayors occupied city hall, but Connor controlled the 

police and fi re departments, with the result visible to the world in the notori-

ous photographs and fi lms of the demonstrations of April and May 1963. The 

black moderates were opposed to the use of children in the marches, but as 
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the city’s response became increasingly violent, they were drawn into the con-

fl ict. Gaston quietly provided bail money for some of the demonstrators of 

1963, and his motel was the headquarters of the campaign. At a critical point 

in Project C and its aftermath, the ACMHR and the SCLC formed a central com-

mittee to help guide the action; this committee included Gaston, Miles College 

president Lucius Pitts, attorney Arthur D. Shores, John and Addine Drew, and 

other moderates.15

In many respects, King had closer ties to moderates such as John Drew, a 

prominent black businessman who had been a Morehouse College classmate 

of Martin Luther King Sr., and Gaston, of whose bank King served as a 

director, than he did to the lower- class radicals. During much of his stay in 

Birmingham, King lodged with the Drews, and many decisive meetings were 

held at their house, including those that ultimately ended Project C. By that 

time, Shuttlesworth and many of his ACMHR colleagues believed that they 

had been pushed aside by an SCLC eager to promote its own agenda. They felt 

particularly betrayed by King, whom they felt had brought negotiations with 

Birmingham’s whites to a precipitous close for his own benefi t, rather than 

considering the needs of the local movement.16

Despite the black moderates’ attempts to cooperate with whites, the two 

groups differed on one major point. Many white moderates wanted simply 

to put a more paternalistic face on segregation, to make it more palatable to 

blacks by fixing some of the worst abuses. African American moderates 

agreed with their more radical black rivals that segregation was inherently 

evil and must end. This difference was made subtly clear by the 1998 addi-

tion to the array at the corner of Kelly Ingram Park of a stele in memory of Ju-

lius Ellsberry (see fi g. 34). Recall that Osmond Kelly Ingram, a white man, was 

the fi rst sailor killed in World War I. Julius Ellsberry died at Pearl Harbor on De-

cember 7, 1941, the fi rst black Alabaman to be killed in World War II and 

among fi rst Americans to die. In 1942 a group of black citizens began to press 

the city to name the new Colored Memorial Park in the Titusville neighbor-

hood after Ellsberry as it had named West Park for Ingram. Emory O. Jackson 

argued the case forcefully to Mayor W. Cooper Green, who returned a series 

of rude and increasingly angry responses. Green told Jackson that the city 

had made its decision and that his opinion was not wanted. “You have 

‘popped’ off about it and you have done more harm to the negro park cause 

here than anything that has happened, in my mind, in the last ten years,” he 

wrote. Because “there would be other colored heroes . . . to name it after one 

would not be right,” although of course there were other whites who had died 
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in World War I, as the city commission knew, since Kelly Ingram Park was re-

named after the war had ended. A park in North Birmingham was fi nally 

named after Ellsberry in 1979. However, the erection of a monument to Ells-

berry in Kelly Ingram Park itself showed that the insult to black sacrifi ces had 

not been forgotten. Here again the project was dominated by moderates, 

with Ruth Jackson and A. G. Gaston at the head and prominent moderates 

such as Gaston’s wife, Minnie; Drew; Mitchell; dentist and NAACP leader 

John Nixon; the Reverend Erskine Faush, pastor of the Metropolitan A.M.E. 

Church; Bishop Jasper Roby, leader of the small, Birmingham- based denomi-

nation Apostolic Overcoming Heaven Church of God; and retired principal 

and former city council member Bessie S. Estell among the principal organiz-

ers and contributors. Even former mayor George Siebels Jr., by no means a 

friend of the 1960s racial changes, was listed among the contributors to the 

Ellsberry monument.17

So the Fletcher and Tuggle monuments, along with the later Jackson and 

Ellsberry memorials that were set next to them, celebrate the moderate pro-

gram of cooperation with whites under the guidance of established black 

leaders. If the message was unclear, one had only to look at the committee 

who created the monuments. They are named on the backs of both stones. 

Gaston himself was the chair of the Fletcher- Tuggle Memorial Committee. 

Most of the other members of the committee were business or political allies 

of his, including Ruth J. Jackson, a prominent cosmetologist and owner of the 

Birmingham Beauty College; Dr. J. King Chandler III, president of the African 

Methodist Episcopal Church’s Daniel Payne College; Dr. Ossie Ware Mitchell, 

who had been assistant director of Gaston’s Booker T. Washington Business 

College and in the 1970s became the fi rst black member of the board of edu-

cation; and Philander L. Butler, an attorney who was also a close associate of 

Gaston’s. Gaston and Butler, along with other moderates such as John Drew, 

Pitts, Shores, Emory O. Jackson, and Shuttlesworth’s longtime rival, the Rever-

end James L. Ware, had been among the founders of the Inter- Citizens Com-

mittee and later of the local chapter of the Urban League. The name of Oscar 

W. Adams Jr., Tuggle’s grandson, the fi rst black justice of the Alabama Su-

preme Court, a Republican and a moderate, was recorded in smaller print at 

the bottom of the Tuggle monument’s text.18

Yet because of the complexities of 1960s alliances, a scattering of activ-

ists could be found among the creators of the “moderate” monuments. Eva 

Lou Billingsley Russell, owner of the Fraternal Café, which catered to activists 

(or “foot soldiers,” as they are called in Birmingham), served on both the 
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Fletcher- Tuggle committee and the executive committee of the Ellsberry 

monument. Similarly, the Ruth Jackson Memorial Committee was chaired by 

Beatrice Johnson, a voting rights activist and the wife of Shuttlesworth’s long-

time bodyguard Colonel Stone Johnson, a central fi gure of the activist camp. 

It also included Hattie Felder, another stalwart of the local NAACP and the AC-

MHR and a member of Shuttlesworth’s Bethel Baptist Church. This crossover 

served to emphasize that there was fundamental agreement among 

the moderates and the radicals in the black community about their goals 

even as they differed over the best means of achieving them and entitlement 

to leadership roles.19

The activists’ opportunity to make their case came a few years after 

the Fletcher and Tuggle monuments were installed. In the mid- 1970s, Kelly 

Ingram Park was drawn into a growing national movement to honor Martin 

Luther King Jr. The fi rst suggestion in Birmingham, raised in the early 1970s, 

was to establish a King Day in his honor. This provoked familiar white objec-

tions that King “had Connections With the Communist[s]. Was Supported by 

all those unamerican sects.” Then the focus shifted to Kelly Ingram Park, with 

a proposal to rename the park after him. “How dare any white person want-

ing the Kelly Ingram Park named after a Darn Black man. . . . I beg of you Please 

don’t turn the Park over to the name of Dr. Martin Luther King[.] show the 

White Southerners where you stand,” wrote a man who identifi ed himself as 

a Mormon deacon and a “true Southerner.” After David J. Vann, a major white 

player in the settlement of 1963, was elected mayor in 1975, a community 

center was designated to be named after King. This prompted a protest from 

1960s moderate John Drew, who told Vann that the naming was “inadequate 

tribute to the memory of a man who gave so much, including his life to the 

world.” Vann responded in an equally aggrieved tone. He was “disturbed” that 

Drew did not think the gesture adequate. Vann reminded Drew that he had 

proclaimed a Martin Luther King Jr. Day in Birmingham shortly after taking 

offi ce, and he noted that Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King Sr. were 

satisfi ed with the honor and would attend the dedication. He assured Drew 

that more recognition would be forthcoming.20

In the mid- 1980s, the campaign to honor King in Birmingham came to fru-

ition with the monument in Kelly Ingram Park (see fi g. 23). The park’s formal 

transformation into an African American shrine had advanced in the early 

1980s when it was nominated to the National Register of Historic Places. Echo-

ing an earlier phrase of ex- mayor David Vann, the Reverend Abraham Woods 
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Jr., the local head of the SCLC, explained in 1985, “We usually gathered [in Kelly 

Ingram Park] before we would go out to the various parts of the city. It became 

sacred ground for us.”21

Woods made this remark during the campaign to erect a statue of King. 

If the Tuggle- Fletcher- Ellsberry- Jackson memorials represented the claims of 

the moderates, then the King statue was primarily the work of those who had 

been part of the great demonstrations of April and May 1963. It was intend-

ed as a monument not only to King but to the SCLC and, to a lesser extent, to 

the ACHMR. To emphasize the Project C connection, the statue faced the 

Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Again, a look at the organizers of the project 

offers insight into the statue’s subtexts. Woods initiated the fund- raising, se-

cured permission from the Birmingham Parks and Recreation Board for the 

use of the site in 1984, and headed the statue committee. Dr. Herschell Ham-

ilton (known as the “battle surgeon” or “dog- bite doctor” for his services dur-

ing the 1963 demonstrations) and Dr. Joseph E. Lowery, a Methodist pastor in 

the city in the 1960s and in 1986 the national head of the SCLC, were the com-

mittee heads. The members included barber James Armstrong, another of 

Shuttlesworth’s principal aides, one of the fi rst parents to enroll his children 

in newly integrated Birmingham schools, and the carrier of the American fl ag 

in the renowned photographs of the Selma- Montgomery march of 1965; the 

Reverend Edward Gardner, second in command in the ACMHR during its 

most active years; Colonel Stone Johnson; and the Reverend William J. Battle, 

a local chair of the NAACP and one- time interim pastor of Shuttlesworth’s for-

mer church. The committee also included Judy Hand and Scott Douglas III, at 

the time former and current staffers respectively of the Southern Organizing 

Committee for Economic and Social Justice, which had been founded by the 

renowned white civil rights activist Anne Braden as the successor to the 

antiracist Southern Conference Educational Fund.22

Considered solely in the context of 1960s rivalries and resentments, the 

choice to honor King would be puzzling. However, in the two decades be-

tween Project C and the erection of the monument, King’s martyrdom had 

transformed him from an often inconsistent and vacillating leader into a 

culture hero. The Project C leaders, who had felt betrayed by King in 1963, 

used his new prestige to elevate him as the central fi gure of the Birmingham 

freedom movement. A fund- raising letter on behalf of the Martin Luther 

King, Jr. Statue and Birthday Celebration Committee, signed by the Reverend 

Woods and Mayor Richard Arrington Jr., described King as “a man whose 

dream liberated Birmingham from itself . . . [and] brought redemption to us 
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all.” Similarly, King’s new national prestige took the edge off his association 

with direct action of the 1960s in the minds of many moderate whites and 

blacks. In most respects the black moderates and the black middle class gen-

erally benefi ted more from the struggles of the 1960s and emerged with 

more power than the rank and fi le of the ACMHR, who had carried the bur-

den through the most diffi cult times, and certainly than the mass of lower- 

class blacks in Birmingham. Thus King became an important symbol both to 

former radicals and to former moderates, who were represented on the stat-

ue committee by Gaston and John Drew and his wife, Addine, a voter regis-

tration activist and a member of the Inter- Citizens Committee.23

It is fitting that the King who appears in the Birmingham statue is 

circumspect to the point of inscrutability. Unlike the more active images 

found in many monuments to the leader, this one betrays no hint of emotion 

or action. It is a statue on which all sides in the Birmingham struggle could 

project their own interpretations, whether one saw him as a conciliator or as 

a protector. Refl ecting on the dedication ceremony of January 20, 1986, the 

fi rst national Martin Luther King Day holiday, held before a crowd of ten 

thousand, the white press summed the statue as a benchmark of Birming-

ham’s progress since 1963, of a “better today,” a measure of how far the city 

had come from the days of Bull Connor. This tale of racial progress is comfort-

ing to white and many nonwhite Americans, who retell it at every civil rights 

anniversary. The Post- Herald in 1968 and the News in 1974 both featured 

articles contrasting the scenes in Kelly Ingram Park in 1963 with those in 

later years. Their titles—“From Rioting to Recreation in 5 Years” and “Can 

Conditions Have Changed So Much since 1963?” were among the earliest 

formulations of this “how far we’ve come” theme. In doing so, they repeated 

a contemporary cliché of civil rights commemoration, but they also located 

King in that cliché’s specifi c Birmingham context, its civic myth formulated 

by Mayor David J. Vann.24

Vann had been an organizer of the 1962 referendum that replaced the 

city commission with a mayor- council government. Genuinely committed to 

social justice, he was nevertheless a prime voice for the moderate claims that 

negotiation was preferable to direct action, and he played a central role in 

forging the agreement that ended Project C. In the 1970s, dissatisfi ed with 

the failure of the city to respond in more than token ways to the 1963 agree-

ments, Vann entered city politics, running for city council and then winning 

the offi ce of mayor from George Siebels Jr. in 1975. During this time, Vann 

seems to have undergone a conversion experience that led him to identify 
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more strongly than ever with the transformations of the 1960s and their as- 

yet- unfulfi lled promise. He began to compare the sites of the demonstrations 

he had opposed to Valley Forge and Yorktown, eventually extending the 

metaphor to call them “sacred ground.” And he crafted a myth of the New 

Birmingham.25

Cities use origin myths to explain themselves to themselves, myths that 

are then enshrined in civic rituals. Vann articulated Birmingham’s in a 

lengthy 1978 speech and reiterated it many times afterward. The 1961 Free-

dom Rider riot was the crux of the story: it “helped to start the movement to 

change the form of government in Birmingham.” In testimony given before 

the US Senate Intelligence Committee just after he was elected mayor, Vann 

accused Bull Connor of orchestrating the beating of Freedom Riders by mem-

bers of the Ku Klux Klan at the Birmingham Trailways bus station on May 14, 

1961. “Eugene Connor was in full command of the police department that 

day. . . . Eugene Connor was in personal control and directed the actions of the 

police on that day.” In his various summary accounts of the Birmingham’s ra-

cial transformation, he singled out Connor as the salient fi gure who distin-

guished Birmingham’s racial order from that of other, equally racist Southern 

cities.26

In Vann’s telling, the redemption of Birmingham was the product of the 

good white people who threw off Connor’s yoke and transformed the city’s 

racial caste system. As it happened, a delegation of Birmingham business-

men was in Tokyo at an international meeting of Rotarians on the day of the 

riot. The notorious images of the Freedom Rider beatings were reprinted in 

the Japanese newspapers, and these upstanding Birminghamians “quickly 

recognized that no city could survive this type of publicity for long without 

serious repercussions.” In short, white civic leaders framed the issue at the 

time as a public relations disaster.27

Vann’s tale was an early version of a widely heard claim in the contem-

porary South that whites were as much the victims of the Connors of the 

1960s as blacks were. Looking back after nearly thirty years on the events of 

1963, the owners of several of Birmingham’s downtown businesses of that 

era invoked this excuse. Richard Pizitz, who was a negotiator for the white 

moderates and whose Pizitz Department Store was one of the principal tar-

gets of the demonstrations, told a reporter, “It’s hard to explain to kids that 

this was a community where you grew up with it. It was around for 100 

years. It was a custom in this community and in the South.” He and two other 

businessmen prominent in the era:
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said the Ku Klux Klan, Bull Connor, the White Citizens Council and others 
threatened and even harmed the business elite if they tried to seek change, 
so they didn’t.

“You do what the community does,” [Coca- Cola Bottling Company 
chairman and 1963 chamber of commerce president Crawford T.] Johnson 
said.

“It was fear,” [Head, Inc. owner James] Head [Sr.] said. “Fear is a horrible 
thing.”

Pizitz blamed the city’s problems on the local newspapers, especially the 

rigidly segregationist Birmingham News, comparing Birmingham’s history to 

Atlanta’s, where desegregation proceeded more smoothly under the leader-

ship of “an enlightened newspaper.”28

Even though they had succeeded in changing the form of government, 

Vann said, these moderates realized that they must negotiate change outside 

even the new governmental structure, since city boards and agencies were 

staffed by entrenched appointees who would not leave offi ce for some time 

after any restructuring. Thus black and white moderates “had to work out our 

entire negotiations within a formula of commitment that could be made and 

carried out in the private sector, because the situation we were dealing with 

was one that made any other resolution impossible.”29

Vann thus framed the events of 1963 as an act of noblesse oblige. Despite 

his reverence for the demonstrations of 1963, which were black- led and pre-

dominantly African American in composition, he downplayed the agency of 

the “foot soldiers” who risked their safety in the marches and depicted the 

transformation of Birmingham as a gift from black and especially white lead-

ers to the city’s black population and to African Americans generally, who 

“come to Birmingham to see the place where things happened that had such 

a deep impact on their lives,” and indeed to all Americans: “not just black 

people, but all people are more free.” Kelly Ingram Park and its surroundings 

were nothing less than “a national shrine.”30

During much of Vann’s term, many African American citizens of Birming-

ham saw him as their ally, and he worked hard to earn that trust. Then he 

made a serious misstep. In the summer of 1979, Birmingham police, respond-

ing to a report of a robbery at a convenience store, shot and killed a young black 

woman named Bonita Carter who had nothing to do with the crime but who 

had the misfortune to be at the scene when the police arrived. Vann’s response 

to the shooting was less decisive than many African Americans wanted, and 

his refusal to fi re the offi cer involved was a particularly sore point. As a result, 

councilman Richard Arrington Jr., an ally of Vann’s who made his reputation 
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on the council as an opponent of police brutality, defeated Vann in November 

to become the city’s fi rst black mayor.31

Arrington narrowly won a run- off election against Vann, but from then until 

his fi nal campaign in 1999 he won reelection convincingly, though in each 

case with a shrinking proportion of the white vote. In 1987, the year after the 

dedication of the King monument and three years before the redesign of Kelly 

Ingram Park, he won his largest majority—64 percent of the total vote—but 

that broke down to 98 percent of the black vote and 10 percent of the white 

vote.32

This disparity shaped Arrington’s administration decisively. Soon after 

his election, Arrington proceeded, as most American big- city mayors do, to 

build a governing regime based on growth and economic development, par-

ticularly on downtown revitalization. He courted the city’s business leaders, 

and in the early years of his administration a few major downtown projects 

were constructed, notably AmSouth Harbert Plaza, a joint venture of Ala-

bama’s largest bank and its largest construction company. There was also a 

federal building and a couple of other downtown projects. But during his fi rst 

term Arrington had relatively little success in winning the cooperation of the 

white business elite. Despite his efforts to get them to take him seriously, he 

said, they saw Arrington as a radical enemy, not an ally. John Harbert, chair 

of Harbert Construction, one of the developers of the AmSouth Harbert Plaza 

building, graciously said at the cornerstone laying that he had participated 

out of civic duty but that he didn’t expect the project to be profi table and he 

would not build anything else in Birmingham. He preferred to focus on 

Huntsville, Harbert told a reporter.33

Arrington faced two handicaps in his efforts to build a regime. The fi rst 

was that he was the fi rst African American to take charge of Birmingham’s 

city government. Even worse, he came neither from the business world nor 

from the legal profession. This was not unique to him. In black- run cities 

throughout the South, including, as we have seen, Savannah, African Ameri-

can politicians and their allies most often are drawn from the worlds of reli-

gion and academe. They are the successors of the old black middle- class inter-

mediaries with the white world during the segregation era. Arrington is a 

good example. He received his doctorate in zoology from the University of 

Oklahoma and was an administrator at Miles College and later for the Ala-

bama Center for Higher Education, a consortium of African American colleges. 

His aides and appointees during his long term of offi ce moved in and out of 
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positions at Miles, Birmingham Southern College, and the University of 

Alabama at Birmingham.34

Lacking effective access to the white power structure, Arrington built his 

regime in other ways. In the 1980s he invested city monies in outsider- 

initiated development projects, including an arena football team and an 

amusement park, both of which failed, and a horse track, the Birmingham Turf 

Club, that was more successful. Annexation turned out to be a more effective 

tactic. During his fi rst decade in offi ce, Arrington aggressively annexed land 

around the edges of the city. He took advantage of a 1908 state law that al-

lowed a city to defer property taxes for several years to encourage industrial 

and commercial development. Arrington was careful to annex land that was 

developable but underpopulated, thus acquiring for the city a future tax base 

without also acquiring voters who might object to annexation or taxation. In 

addition, since new voters would come from the urban fringes, they would 

most likely be whites who would oppose the black- run administration. By 

careful selection of new lands, Arrington’s administration was able to increase 

the city’s area by 63 percent between 1980 and 1989 at a time when the total 

population of Birmingham dropped 15 percent. The annexed lands added 

only 639 people to the city’s population.35

In addition to joint ventures and annexation, Arrington assiduously 

worked to build solid cadres of loyal black voters, acting through the Jefferson 

County Citizens’ Coalition, referred to by his opponents as Arrington’s “ma-

chine.” His criticism of the Bonita Carter shooting won him wide support 

among lower- class African Americans, who bore the brunt of police brutali-

ty. At the same time, he won middle- class black loyalty through his dramatic 

increase in city employment for African Americans and in his enforcement 

of affirmative action policies in the police and fire departments, which 

had managed to resist employing more than a few black people for fi fteen 

years after the 1963 “Points for Progress” agreement that ended Project C 

and whose nonimplementation had distressed Mayor Vann. In addition, 

Arrington sought to focus cultural and economic development in African 

American neighborhoods and for the benefit of black businesses, which 

further solidifi ed his support among the black middle classes.36

Civil rights history and Kelly Ingram Park played central roles in both the 

cultural and the economic agendas of the Arrington administration. David 

Vann had proposed the construction of a civil rights museum in Birmingham. 

To his mind, the idea had several advantages. It would acknowledge the black 

presence in Birmingham in a way that had not yet been done. In addition, it 
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would give visible form to the civic myth, showing off and solidifying Bir-

mingham’s transformation, and thus improving its dismal image in the eyes 

of the outside world. The museum would also stake a claim to Birmingham’s 

centrality in the civil rights story in the face of similar claims by Memphis 

and by Atlanta, Birmingham’s traditional rival and object of envy, by its in-

tended status as “the most defi nitive museum and research facility on the ra-

cial aspects of Civil Rights and racial discrimination in America, if not the 

world.” This idea became entwined with the Vann administration’s efforts to 

revitalize downtown and the adjacent historically black business district 

along Fourth and Fifth Avenues North, adjacent to the southern edge of Kelly 

Ingram Park. This area had lost its traditional constituency with the fall of 

segregation, which made the white downtown more receptive to black con-

sumers. When planning consultants proposed in 1978 that a civil rights 

museum be constructed as a magnet for development in the area, the Fourth 

Avenue Merchants Association seized on the proposed museum as a pana-

cea for their economic diffi culties and assumed that it was a fait accompli.37

Arrington adopted Vann’s civic myth as his own, emphasizing King’s and 

African Americans’ agency but not denying that of the white moderates. At 

the same time, Arrington adopted Vann’s museum proposal, along with his 

efforts to energize the black business district. A quasi- governmental agency 

called Urban Impact was formed to oversee the process and to connect with 

existing business-  and property- owners. The businesspeople of the neighbor-

hood, however, were disappointed in their hopes that revitalization would 

result in the resurrection of their traditional, small- scale, black- oriented trade. 

City planner Michael Dobbins told them that it was impossible to “turn the 

clock back” to make the district what it had been earlier. In fact, the area at-

tracted little new commercial investment, since there was no market for it.38

Nevertheless, Arrington came to see Kelly Ingram Park and its environs 

as opportunities for black participation in the city’s economic development 

and as symbols of the new Birmingham as keys to his political success. The 

King statue offered the fi rst chance to realize his goals, and Arrington staff-

ers and allies were placed on the statue committee to direct its deliberations. 

At the time of dedication, administration insiders saw the monument as a 

potential foundation for rituals of civic incorporation. An unsigned draft dis-

cussing the dedication ceremony, probably written by an Arrington staffer, 

argued,

We are designing activities which must be worthy of ritualization—as the 
observances which cultivate and consolidate as they celebrate—the greatest 
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triumph and redemption achieved to date—the transformation of Birming-
ham from . . . [sic] to . . . [sic]. The annual civic ritual which unites the entire 
population, or that is which the entire population participates in projecting 
as a unitary image to those who use the three day week end to make a PILGRIM-
AGE TO OBSERVE MARTIN LUTHER KING’S BIRTHDAY IN BIRMINGHAM.39

At this point, Arrington took up the civil rights museum. Twice, in 1986 and 

1988, he tried to fund the project through bond issues that were meant to 

support several municipal cultural institutions. In both cases, the issue failed. 

White voters turned out in droves to vote against it, while Arrington’s 

working- class black base was not particularly interested in the project, so 

they didn’t vote at all. Arrington began “quietly . . . exploring ways in which 

the City might provide funding for the proposed Civil Rights Institute other 

than through an approved general obligation bonds issue.” He initially con-

sidered using Downtown Redevelopment Authority bonds issued to a non-

profi t foundation. Arrington ended up fi nancing the project by selling the 

city- owned Social Security Building for $7.2 million and by pooling funds left 

over from other projects that had come in under cost.40

The mayor persisted in his plans for the museum because it was impor-

tant to the city’s middle- class African Americans. Despite the ambivalence of 

many members of the black middle class toward the events of 1963 when 

they happened, they took up the civil rights museum (eventually named the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute) to assert their continuing political legiti-

macy. Arrington’s commitment to the BCRI and to the subsequent remodel-

ing of Kelly Ingram Park was personal as well as political, and he kept a tight 

rein on both, personally deciding many details of the projects, down to nam-

ing the park, providing its entrance mottoes, and eventually donating Dogs 

and writing its inscription.41

Despite its relatively small budget of about $15 million, the BCRI was a 

high- profi le project that prominently featured African Americans. The archi-

tectural commission for the building was given to the African American–

owned architectural fi rm Bond Ryder James of New York. The management 

of the project, along with that of the Birmingham Turf Club and other public 

works, was awarded to Diversifi ed Project Management, a black- owned fi rm 

from Atlanta.42

Once the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was under way, the planners 

turned to Kelly Ingram Park. Renovation of the park was originally slated as 

part of the redevelopment of the neighborhood. The designation “Civil Rights 

District” and the brick pattern, reminiscent of kente cloth, in the walks that 
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surround the park, front the institute building, and are scattered throughout 

the neighborhood, serve as reminders of the park’s development agenda. As 

the BCRI took shape, Arrington and landscape architect Edah Grover discussed 

turning Kelly Ingram Park into a fully developed memorial and an extension 

of the institute, whose 1990 mission statement promised to “provide the 

proper outdoor public setting for the Institute” and to “establish interpretive 

and artwork settings for the events of the Movement.” Picking up on the un-

realized civic ambitions for the King statue, the park’s planners envisioned it 

as a setting for a variety of festivals broadly related to the institute’s themes.43

The nature of the park was in some ways predetermined by the exhibi-

tion program created for the institute in 1987. As formulated by the consul-

tants, American History Workshop, the central theme of the museum would 

be “Walking to Freedom,” since “Walking, purposeful walking, was a basic 

element of the activist strategy of the civil rights movement. Simple walking, 

natural to people of all ages and levels of experience and knowledge, became 

a statement of the people’s presence and their self- initiated progress toward 

freedom and equality.” Thus visitors’ movement through the spaces of the 

museum was imagined as a kind of civil rights march. The museum building 

would have a “Wall of Segregation” rising full height through its center. “The 

Processional,” a group of about twenty full- sized human fi gures modeled in 

bronze or plaster, would stand atop the wall in a position that could be seen 

from outside the building, further emphasizing the walking metaphor. The 

planners wanted to extend exhibits into the neighborhood around the new 

museum, particularly into Kelly Ingram Park. They proposed a monument to 

the child marchers of 1963, “perhaps a bronze sculpture of a young person 

being hit by the force of a water hose, displayed right up against a tree in 

Kelly- Ingram Park.” They also suggested a second, more abstract monument 

placed at the opposite corner from the King statue to “become the focal- point 

for a ‘ritual of honor,’ a daily ceremony of respectful marchers who walk from 

the Institute around the Park to the sculptures and back, in honor of the 

courageous black children of Birmingham.”44

Although this program was written before the building was designed 

and much of it was abandoned, traces remain in the fi nished museum. “The 

Procession” survived as a group of plaster fi gures in the fi nal gallery. They face 

a large window looking onto the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. As the 

exhibits were refi ned, the metaphor of walking or marching remained the 

unifying thread of the institute, whose major publication is entitled March 

to Justice. Yet while marches were a key element of Project C, they were less 
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important in the history of Birmingham’s civil rights movement as a whole. 

Until 1963, boycotts and limited provocations, such as the use of a handful of 

people to test the integration of busses, waiting rooms, and lunch counters, 

aimed at generating court cases that would require the integration of schools, 

parks, public transportation, and commercial facilities, were the preferred 

mode of protest in Birmingham. Thus the choice implicitly focused Birming-

ham’s monumental program on the Kelly Ingram Park area and on April and 

May 1963.45

The landscape design commission was given to Edah Grover’s fi rm Grover 

and Associates (GHH). Their brief was to rework Kelly Ingram Park “to provide 

a setting for the Public Arts Program [the sculpture] and to program events” in 

the park. Because the BCRI and the park were at least as important to redevel-

opment as to education, the commission also included an entry plaza for the 

museum building, landscaping around the museum in general, a parking lot 

for use by the institute and adjacent churches, and street improvements with-

in the boundaries of the Civil Rights District.46

The metaphor of walking or marching was central to the park’s design. 

In its initial research report, GHH imagined the project as an exterior “Free-

dom Walk” that would incorporate a “daily ritual processional route” of the 

sort proposed by the American History Workshop and “on- site interpretive 

strategies for the routes of the Civil Rights marches and demonstrations.” This 

route would wrap around Kelly Ingram Park, moving past a “gallery”—pre-

sumably a series of interpretive signs or markers—while the center of the 

park would be left open as a space for individual contemplation.47

The memorial terrain was conceived expansively by the landscape archi-

tects. In addition to the processional around the park, others would be ex-

tended “into the urban fabric of the City along Fifth and Sixth Avenues” to 

draw the city center into the story. At one point, the report suggested that 

“these marches and demonstrations [should be] memorialized on our streets 

throughout Birmingham,” suggesting that the designers were thinking of the 

geographically extensive history of the Birmingham civil rights struggle. Over 

the course of development a design that extended deep into the urban land-

scape was increasingly drawn back within the bounds of the park proper.48

GHH presented three design strategies to Mayor Arrington in April 1990, 

each incorporating a different approach to the issues of what can and cannot 

be said. The fi rst and most adventurous sought to offer “a realistic portrayal 

of the events of the period in an environment visually similar to the neigh-

borhood in 1963,” although the architects realized that “much of the urban 
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fabric” of 1963 was gone. One is immediately struck by the irony of such a 

proposal in light of the destruction of the original neighborhood. As recently 

as 1982 the city had sanctioned the demolition of the Aqua Lounge, a build-

ing that had stood at the southwest corner of the park, at Seventeenth Street 

North and Fifth Avenue North during the 1963 demonstrations, on the 

grounds that it was not essential to the goals of the civil rights district and the 

integrity of Kelly Ingram Park as a historic site listed on the National Register 

of Historic Places. Other demolition took place even as the park was being 

planned. The city did not consider the historic landscape important even 

though, as we will see, it insisted on literalism in the representation of 

events.49

Another scheme scattered the memorials through the urban landscape, 

setting aside Kelly Ingram Park physically as a quiet center. All landscaping 

was to be kept inside the sidewalk line, so that the sidewalks—“Freedom 

Walk”—would be part of the representation of the old cityscape. New con-

struction would emulate the shreds of surviving urban fabric, to instill in 

visitors “a sense of the environment within which these events actually hap-

pened.” Panels of sidewalk “cast with the imprints of marching feet, fi remen 

and police footprints, dog prints, and evidence of water hose sprays” would be 

scattered throughout the Civil Rights District at the precise sites of canonical 

events. A series of commemorative sculptures that replicated notorious im-

ages “’frozen’ in time (much like the fi gures found in Pompeii)” would also be 

placed at the sites where they happened. Some might even bracket or intrude 

on roadways, adding to the trope of realism and participation. For instance, 

a depiction of the police- dog attack recorded in Bill Hudson’s photograph 

would balance the victim on the curb as the dog pushed him off (see fi g. 32). 

Another might place figures of firemen with hoses at the corner of Fifth 

Avenue North and Sixteenth Street, with their fallen targets across the 

street.50

The desire for realism and viewer involvement (the latter a common 

theme of late- twentieth- century public art, as art historian Miwon Kwon has 

observed) at fi rst pushed the commemorative program out into the street, 

which may have contradicted the redevelopment agenda of the city. As a re-

development scheme, Kelly Ingram Park and the BCRI were to draw visitors 

into the Civil Rights and Fourth Avenue Districts but not to interfere with the 

process of modernization and economic revitalization.51

The most abstract proposal focused on the intersection of Sixth Avenue 

North and Sixteenth Street North, where Kelly Ingram Park, the Sixteenth 
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Street Baptist Church, and the new BCRI faced one another. Stone pavers plant-

ed with trees would be set into the sidewalks to represent the marchers, while 

the monuments themselves would be abstracted from canonical images. For 

example, fi gures of demonstrators might face off against a sculptural police-

man and dog without physically interacting, leaving the visitor to imagine the 

coming confrontation. The fi rehosing monument would use realistic repre-

sentations of people and the hoses, but the ground plane would be tilted, with 

the victims raised in the air above the fi remen in a manner meant to represent 

the fi gures ascending to heaven found in many medieval and Renaissance 

paintings. Oddly, for a site known as “sacred ground” and in the context of a 

civil rights history and a commemorative pattern permeated with religious 

imagery, this was the only time an explicitly religious metaphor was proposed 

for Birmingham’s monuments.52

The third scenario was the basis for the fi nal design for the park. This re-

tained the idea of realistic fi gures based on “the images recorded by news 

media in 1963” but would not place them at the sites where they were re-

corded. In this case, the landscape of the Kelly Ingram Park would draw the 

sidewalks in, with the “sculptures and memorials . . . placed in carefully de-

signed settings where visitors can contemplate the events in a calm environ-

ment,” thus defi ning the park as the commemorative space and leaving the 

broader cityscape unencumbered. In an echo of the American History Work-

shop’s plan for a line of marching fi gures atop a Wall of Segregation in the 

BCRI, this scheme also incorporated fi gures of children demonstrating. These 

would be placed atop a stone wall at the eastern (downtown) side of the park 

to act as a signpost to draw people into the park and the Civil Rights District.53

At this point in the development process, Kelly Ingram Park was con-

ceived solely as a monument to 1963. GHH proposed dividing the park into 

quadrants, with each celebrating the events most closely associated with it 

spatially. The northwest quadrant would focus on the Sixteenth Street Bap-

tist Church, the southwest quarter on the events that occurred at the Gaston 

Motel, the northeast on marches launched toward City Hall, and the south-

east on sit- ins and other actions in the commercial downtown. The park 

would be “renamed to refl ect [its] importance” to the civil rights movement. 

No mention was made of the Kelly Ingram monument or of the Fletcher and 

Tuggle memorials.54

The “Public Art Project,” the process that chose specifi c artists and sculptural 

works to furnish GHH’s general plan for Kelly Ingram Park, was directed by a 
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committee that included representatives of the landscape architects, mayor-

al appointees, and members of the BCRI board of directors, guided by a New 

Orleans–based “public art consultant,” Grover E. Mouton III. Even before the 

panel began its work, the events and personalities to be represented had been 

selected by Mayor Arrington and Odessa Woolfolk, the chair of the Civil Rights 

Museum Task Force and later of the BCRI board of directors. The monuments 

would depict the children’s marches, the fi rehosing of the demonstrators, the 

police dog attacks, the moment on Palm Sunday 1963 when three ministers 

dropped to their knees to pray as the police halted their progress toward 

downtown, the September 15, 1963, bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist 

Church, and the “Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth’s Leadership.” A central “Fountain 

or Water Feature” was included in the brief to act as “the centerpiece of the 

Plan and . . . the major focus that will serve to unify the many components of 

the Institute and the District.”55

Their choices were products of the Arrington administration’s effort to 

realize the civic myth in tangible form, but they also refl ected Arrington’s in-

ability to form a conventional urban regime built around the city’s white busi-

ness elite. Arrington and his staff worked to consolidate support among the 

city’s growing African American majority, which freed them from some of the 

limitations of what can be said by monuments in American public places be-

cause a potential source of objection to the park’s message—resentful white 

voters—posed no signifi cant threat to the administration’s electoral chances. 

At the same time, the planners were confronted with the problem of what 

can and can’t be said within the Euro- American formal language of monu-

ments, and the deliberations over the choice of sculptors and the form of the 

memorials in Kelly Ingram Park have left the most varied and extensive record 

to date of the consideration of those issues.

Despite a competition program that specifi ed that the artist or artists cho-

sen should be black, should be well versed in the history of the civil rights 

movement, and should have experience with the kinds of public interactions 

and negotiations inherent to contemporary public art projects, the initial list 

of twenty- four candidates Mouton presented to the selection committee was 

composed of a majority of well- known white artists, including Jonathan Borof-

sky, Joel Shapiro, Jenny Holzer, and Raymond Kaskey, most of whom were fa-

miliar for outdoor works that were not usually of a commemorative or memo-

rial nature. Only four artists were African American, and only five had 

undertaken projects related to African American history, culture, or experience. 

These were the four black artists and Clyde Connell, a white woman from 
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Louisiana whose social and political work with black churches in the 1950s and 

1960s had led her to create works exploring bondage and social rejection.56

Overall, the list of artists was an odd one, in that most of the artists 

whose work was fi gurally based—an important criterion in the committee’s 

eyes—created fi gures that were distorted or caricatured, some in a Pop Art 

manner, others in a more abstracted form. British sculptor Raymond Mason’s 

work, for example, was described by the New York Times as “teeming street 

scenes and narrative tableaux [that] evoked an animated world of ordinary 

people caught up in the drama of daily life,” a fi tting approach, perhaps, to 

represent the events in Birmingham. But his fi gures, some monochrome and 

somber, others polychromed and cartoonish, remind one of the work of Red 

Grooms. (The New York Times said Robert Crumb.) John Rhoden’s most re-

nowned works, such as Nesaika (1976), fused sculptural forms that owed 

much to Isamu Noguchi with references to African traditional sculpture. His 

fi gural works showed many of the same characteristics. A few artists such as 

Lin Emery created formalist, metaphorical works in a recognizably modern-

ist mode. In the 1980s, Keith Sonnier was creating abstract sculptures using 

neon and fl uorescent lighting. Marvin Whiting of the Birmingham Public Li-

brary and the BCRI board of directors promoted Jenny Holzer, whose work is 

based on the inscription of texts in a variety of media, to create inscriptions 

for the granite benches and on the base of the Shuttlesworth monument. 

These would be taken from oral histories and other material in the library’s 

archives. Yet Holzer’s Truisms, the work for which she is best known, involve 

the ironic or slyly subversive transformation of familiar sayings.

All of the sculptors on the list were established artists who did worthy if 

not always cutting- edge work. Many worked in forms more closely associated 

with the 1950s to the 1970s. Nevertheless, it would be easy to imagine any of 

them as sculptors of Kelly Ingram Park’s monuments. Expressionist human 

fi gures similar to those found in the work of such artists considered by the 

Public Art Project as Rhoden, Robert Schoen, or William King could be found 

in war and Holocaust memorials of the post–World War II era and, closer to 

Birmingham, in Memphis’s Martyrs’ Memorial (1971), which commemorated 

those who gave their lives to nurse their neighbors during the yellow fever ep-

idemic of 1878. Magdalena Abakanowicz’s Katarsis (1985), in Pistoia, Italy, 

comprises an array of thirty- three bronze fi gures resembling standing, head-

less fi gures. A work such as this, which evokes Auguste Rodin’s Burghers of 

Calais, might have been a powerful realization of the metaphor of marching 

that shaped the BCRI and Kelly Ingram Park, but there is also something stark 
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about the work, which suggests dismemberment, that could have given a 

strong overtone of victimization to the work. Abstract works representing 

higher or ineffable values were also popular in the postwar era and were giv-

en renewed life in the years following the construction of Maya Lin’s Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial. Even the irony of works such as Holzer’s might have 

worked if, say, one juxtaposed the words of city leaders who supported and 

opposed segregation or quoted some of the dire predictions segregationists 

made about life after integration.57

Art historians often ask whether the civil rights memorial are “good art” 

and why there are no civil rights “countermonuments,” a concept that has 

captured their imaginations through the work of Holocaust memorial scholar 

James Young. My point in suggesting possibilities in the work of artists con-

sidered by the Public Arts Project but not (with the exception of Rhoden) hired 

is not that any of the alternate possibilities would have been better art or nec-

essarily good at all, although many of them might have suited the tastes of 

high- art partisans more closely. Instead, I introduce these possibilities as 

roads not taken to help illuminate the choices that were made. Neither humor-

ous nor despairing representations of the movement nor ironic transforma-

tions of its words were likely to be viewed favorably by a committee that, as 

the discussion showed, sought sobriety, realism, and optimism in the works 

it commissioned. The traditional middle- class African American quest for up-

lift, together with a broader national sense that public monuments should 

“inspire,” as the protestor at the unveiling of Savannah’s African American 

Monument argued, motivated the planners of the park’s artworks, even as 

they were charged with commemorating incidents that in themselves were 

not very uplifting. In this respect, their thinking was consonant with that of 

the committees that planned other monuments that I have discussed. They 

want monuments that celebrated achievement in a positive way and whose 

message was explicit rather than cloaked in metaphor—“the artist’s interpre-

tation” that the people of Rocky Mount, North Carolina, spurned—that might 

leave them open to divergent readings. In a sense, the civil rights memorials 

are countermemorials to the view of black Americans embodied in the white 

supremacist monuments that stand all around them.58

Popular expectations that monuments be positive and conciliatory sur-

faced in the discussion of Houston Conwill’s work. John Wetenhall, the repre-

sentative from the Birmingham Museum of Art, “noted that artist Houston 

Conwill’s work is usually confrontational and documents a point in history 

that refl ects upon the past. [He] recommended that the artist be instructed to 
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look to the future for reconciliation of struggles encountered in the past. This 

central design [Conwill was being considered for the water element] should 

depict the healing and unifying process which resulted from events docu-

mented by other memorials throughout the Park and District.” Tommie 

Mitchell, the representative of the adjacent African American neighborhood 

Fountain Heights pointedly responded “that the artist should also be aware 

that, although some progress has been made during the Civil Rights Move-

ment, there is still more work to be done.” Even within its own self- imposed 

criteria, some of the Public Arts Project committee’s choices were puzzling. For 

example, they passed over Tina Allen, a prominent and prolifi c African Amer-

ican sculptor of portrait statues and busts in a traditional mode. After the ini-

tial discussion, Houston Conwill had been selected to do the water element, 

Jenny Holzer to create the memorial to the victims of the Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church bombing, and John Rhoden to sculpt Fred Shuttlesworth.59

At its next meeting the committee tackled the major event- based sculp-

tures, debating whether they ought to be given coherence by being assigned 

to a single artist or whether separate artists should be chosen to make each 

monument visually distinctive. Mouton urged the selection of a single artist to 

lend the group consistency, to save money on fees, and to facilitate administra-

tion of the project. By this time, several of the artists under consideration had 

been dropped, and two others, Sidney Simon and William King, were added. 

Audrey Flack and Sam Gilliam, who were then married, were presented as a 

team. According to Mouton, “Ms. Flack is a sculptor who does pop characteriza-

tion and Mr. Gilliam is an artist whose work is basically abstract.” Committee 

member Carl Bradford, a local sculptor and former Tuskegee Airman, objected 

that “such a diverse team . . . would render an abstract interpretation of real 

events that occurred during the Civil Rights Movement.” He similarly objected 

to Borofsky, whom Mouton recommended to do Three Ministers Kneeling, wor-

ried “about the artists’ [sic] inability to portray realism in his work.” Michael 

Dobbins objected to Raymond Mason, worried by “the facial expressions por-

trayed in the artist’s work and noted that the perceived facial expressions of the 

Children’s March should be one of hope.”60

Ultimately the committee commissioned Raymond Kaskey to do the 

kneeling ministers. Artist James Drake would represent the police dog attack, 

the children’s march, and the fi rehosing of demonstrators. Drake was pre-

sented to the committee as someone who was easy to work with and able to 

respect established schedules. Kaskey was put forward as a classical sculptor 

with significant public works to his credit. The Sixteenth Street Baptist 
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Church bombing monument was never realized; one person recalled that it 

may have been for lack of money. A modest disk on a pedestal was installed 

in 2008, and a black granite marker at the site where the bomb was laid was 

added on the anniversary of the crime in 2011.61

Former Birmingham city planner Michael Dobbins viewed Kaskey’s 

Three Ministers Kneeling, the fi rst of the new works to be installed, as the most 

important (fi g. 35). The three life- size, kneeling ministers, clad in their clerical 

robes, are partially contained within the six- foot- high block of Alabama lime-

stone from which they were carved. The two fl anking fi gures bow their heads 

in prayer while the central fi gure raises his eyes to heaven. Like all the monu-

ments installed in 1992–93, Three Ministers Kneeling encourages direct inter-

action. It sits on the ground, and one can walk up to the men and inspect them 

closely, looking down on them in their humility. The pose and the drapery are 

reminiscent of classical statuary, but the incident depicted is documented in 

a historical photograph that reveals the three men to have been the Rever-

ends Nelson Smith, John T. Porter, and A. D. King, the brother of Martin Luther 

King Jr. Kaskey originally portrayed the three in the sculpture, but in July 

1992, a few months before the formal dedication, Fred Shuttlesworth, Abra-

ham Woods Jr., and other ministers more intensely involved in the events of 

Fig. 35. Three Ministers Kneeling (Raymond Kaskey, 1992), Kelly Ingram Park. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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1963 began to object on the grounds that the three men had not been impor-

tant to the movement. One form of historical truth—the fact of these three 

clergymen’s being depicted in the contemporary photograph—clashed with 

another—their perceived inadequate zeal for the cause. At the last minute, 

Kaskey changed the three faces to those of anonymous young models.62

If one approaches Kelly Ingram Park from the direction of the Birming-

ham Civil Rights Institute or the church, it is possible to miss the modest- sized 

Three Ministers Kneeling. That is not true of Drake’s three large, blue- steel 

sculptures, each of which straddles the walk that encircles the open space. The 

three are linked by their materials, by the large rectilinear slabs that organize 

them, and by the participatory response that their positioning demands.

In today’s Kelly Ingram Park, the contemplative space that was to have 

occupied the entire park is confi ned to the refl ecting pools at the center, while 

the Freedom Walk through the entire city is now the park’s circular walkway, 

also called Freedom Walk, along which Drake’s three monuments are sited. 

Children’s March is formed of two steel walls with steps protruding at one 

end (fi g. 36). The wall on the inside of the walk is set with steps at the bottom, 

which become a plinth supporting two still fi gures, a boy and a girl, their 

hands clasped before them, who stand in an arched opening like a doorway. 

Fig. 36. Children’s March (James Drake, 1992), Kelly Ingram Park. Photo: Dell Upton.
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They look across the walk at the other wall, which is set with the steps at the 

top, protruding as a kind of overbearing cornice. A rectangular opening in the 

wall is barred like a jail. “I Ain’t Afraid of Your Jail” is written on the children’s 

steps. “Segregation is a Sin” is inscribed upside- down on the protruding 

step- cornice of the barred wall.

The monument’s effect is based on its placidity. It is not the march that 

is represented but its consequences. In our sentimental view of children, chil-

dren and jails seem antithetical, as the separation implies. Their very lack of 

reaction to the jailhouse seems more courageous than any show of resistance 

to it. By walking between the walls, we are confronted with that dichotomy, 

and we are also invited to choose. We can walk around behind the children’s 

side and take their perspective, joining them in their courage. Or we can walk 

around the other side and take the perspective of the jailers, seeing the chil-

dren through the bars. In both cases, the inscriptions are most easily visible 

from these positions behind the walls.

As we move clockwise along the walk, we arrive at Firehosing of Demon-

strators (fi g. 37). In this case, the wall straddles the path. We pass through an 

Fig. 37. Firehosing of Demonstrators (James Drake, 1992), Kelly Ingram Park. Sixteenth 
Street Baptist Church visible in background. Photo: Dell Upton.
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opening and are confronted with a water can-

non pointed at us, its force reputedly powerful 

enough to remove the bark from trees. The 

danger seems more ominous than the threat of 

jail, and as we glance to our left, we see another 

boy and girl, one on his knees, the other with 

her face turned to the wall, drenched by the 

water (fi g. 38). Here the calm of the boy and girl 

in the previous monument is simply not possi-

ble. The poses of these children replicate those 

in historic photographs and in that respect are 

the only instance in Drake’s three works that 

have the literal quality demanded by the Public 

Art Project.

Finally we pass the band pavilion at the 

east side of the park, and as we approach our 

starting point, we encounter the third and cer-

tainly the most unnerving of the three Drake 

works. Police Dog Attack features no human fi gures (fi g. 39). Instead, two 

tall blue walls parallel to the path anchor leashes that barely restrain three 

ferocious German shepherd dogs, their fangs bared, that lunge toward any-

one who dares pass them. They are located so that at least one is at the head 

level of almost any adult who might walk through. Police Dog Attack resem-

bles several of Drake’s works from the 1980s, many of which play in various 

ways on the clash of form, imagery, and materials—glass knives, golden ma-

chine guns, benches with machine guns used as brackets—that make famil-

iar objects and beings seem more sinister than they do already. His outdoor 

work Praetorian Guard (1985) features two machine guns mounted on 

pedestals, fl anking a pedestal supporting a mutilated body. It makes the sim-

ilarly deployed water cannon of Firehosing of Demonstrators seem more 

threatening to know of this precedent, but it also makes the fi rehosing sculp-

ture seem somewhat toned down with respect to Drake’s other work. Police 

Dog Attack refers most specifi cally to earlier Drake works, such as Triptych 

(1985), where three- dimensional elements are attached to each of three sep-

arate walls. The central one has a standing fi gure turned to the wall, as in Fire-

hosing but without the specifi city of personality and dress. At the right two 

skeletal- looking busts are attached near the top. The left panel, Guardian of 

the Rose, features two Cerberus- like dogs heads fl anking a single rose, all 

Fig. 38. Firehosing of Demonstrators. 
Detail of fi gures. Photo: Dell Upton.



Fig. 39. Police Dog Attack (James Drake, 1993), Kelly Ingram Park. Photo: Dell Upton.
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made in blue steel. The material robs the rose of its beauty, while the dogs’ 

heads are rendered more chilling by their lack of eyes and by the welded 

seams that make them seem like devilish masks. These dogs, now with com-

plete bodies, reappear in Police Dog Attack (fi g. 40). They strike one as diabol-

ical cyborgs, worse than real dogs.63

Individually Drake’s monuments are disparate in the degree to which 

they are faithful to historic images of the events in Kelly Ingram Park, but 

they are arranged in such a way that our experience becomes more intense 

as we move around Freedom Walk clockwise. From detached assessment of 

which side to endorse in Children’s March, to sharing the hoses’ blast in Fire-

hosing, we discover when we arrive at Police Dog Attack that we are the focus 

of the dogs’ attention. There are no steel children here to distract them. Those 

fangs are aimed at us; they are present realities as much as historical repre-

sentations. Yet Mayor Arrington believed that they were insuffi ciently in-

tense in their emotional effect.

When the park was dedicated in 1992, only Children’s March and Firehos-

ing of Demonstrators had been installed. Police Dog Attack was absent. The 

newspapers reported that Drake had missed the deadline for the installation, 

while Drake denied having been told of a deadline. It was rumored that the po-

lice, who were then engaged in a lawsuit with Arrington, were furious that the 

leashes that restrained the dogs are clearly labeled Birmingham Police, and 

that they tried to have the monument suppressed on that account. Mayor Ar-

rington told me that the opposite was the case—he wanted the sculpture to 

show more explicitly that particular human beings controlled the dogs. After 

struggling unsuccessfully to persuade Drake to change the monument, he 

Fig. 40. Police Dog Attack. Detail. Photo: Dell Upton.
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commissioned McDowell’s Dogs to make his point (see fi g. 31). Dogs, whose 

lengthy inscription honors the ordinary “foot soldiers” of the Birmingham 

movement, also responds to a demand by former foot soldiers for more voice 

in the Civil Rights Institute, whose planners had ignored them, and for pay-

ment for oral history interviews they gave to institute researchers.64

Based on a well- known photograph, Dogs is the most literal of the monu-

ments introduced to the park in the 1990s, and it is the most problematic. 

In increasing the distance of age and power between the boy and the police-

man, it becomes a monument that stresses victimization in a way that is not 

at all uplifting. But it also evokes uncomfortably the tradition of what might 

be called “action” monuments, war memorials such as the Civil War monu-

ments with which many Southerners grew up, the Iwo Jima Monument in 

Washington, DC, or the Korean War Memorial in Nashville, Tennessee (see fi g. 

8). In action monuments, the fi gures are engaged in struggle, but the honor-

ees are the heroes and the actual or implied victors of the struggle. Here the 

hero is clearly the loser. The limitations of the Western monumental tradition, 

which is best suited for celebrating heroic individuals and heroic actions, are 

apparent. McDowell told reporters that he “wanted faith in the rightness of 

the cause to exude from the boy’s faith and posture. He wanted fear borne 

[sic] of knowing the wrongness of his position to emanate from the offi cer. 

The little black boy is giving himself willingly to the cause.” At least in this 

form, these are things that cannot be said in this visual language. The uplift-

ing message is obscure.65

The monument is more legible within the total ensemble of Kelly Ingram 

Park. In siting the new monuments and in moving older ones the planners 

created a subtly crafted narrative that is built upon, but surpasses, GHH’s sug-

gestion that the park be quartered, with each quarter devoted to a particular 

subtheme. The 1992 redesign reconfi gures the old tension of moderates ver-

sus the activists to create a picture of new political order of Birmingham 

through the adroit spatial distribution of the old and the new monuments. 

Let me offer a reading.66

The monuments along Freedom Walk evoke the abuse of offi cial power un-

der the segregationist regime. The fi rehoses, the jailed schoolchildren, and the 

police dogs were all the work of the police and fi re departments, controlled by 

Bull Connor. The police and fi re departments, not coincidentally, were continu-

ing centers of resistance to Birmingham’s political transformation, and at the 

time of the dedication the two departments were embroiled in a decade- long 

lawsuit against the city over Arrington’s affi rmative action policies.67
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The Drake pieces can also be read as allusions to current white abuses of 

power. For years, the local US attorney, Frank Donaldson, had tried unsuccessful-

ly to indict Arrington for something—anything. Donaldson threw in the towel 

a few days before the dedication, and a few days after Bill Clinton’s election to 

the presidency. Some of Arrington’s supporters believed that the BCRI was the 

source of the mayor’s travails. “Some powerful folks didn’t want to see that come 

about,” according to one city councilman. The pastor of Sixteenth Street Baptist 

Church believed that the investigation would not have been dropped if George 

H. W. Bush had been reelected. Fred Shuttlesworth’s speech at the 1992 dedica-

tion explicitly connected the events of 1963 to Arrington’s ordeal.68

We begin to understand why Arrington and his aides insisted on monu-

ments that are so visually literal and that refer so directly to iconic incidents. 

They chose didacticism over metaphor, as most contemporary monument 

builders do, even though as a group the monuments vary in the literalness of 

their interpretations. Nevertheless, Arrington sought to engender in visitors a 

visceral experience of the white abuse of power as an ongoing, or potentially 

renewed, phenomenon. The Freedom Walk monuments evoke what it meant, 

and in many cases still means, to be black in Birmingham.

If we turn to the monuments around the periphery, we see a comple-

mentary message. Middle- class black people, their achievements on a par 

with those of whites, form a protective circle around the younger and poorer, 

if more actively engaged, victims along the Freedom Walk. So we can read the 

redesigned Kelly Ingram Park as a tableau of governing, of being in charge, of 

establishing political personas for Birmingham’s mayor and his constituents, 

and signaling, even more than the King statue itself, of the permanency of 

the new Birmingham.

And where is Fred Shuttlesworth in all of this? Across the street under 

the overhang of the BCRI (fi g. 41). Birmingham native John Rhoden departed 

from his customary style to depict Shuttlesworth in a conventional and not 

very distinguished manner. The minister looks toward the park as though he 

is about to say something but isn’t sure anyone is listening. Although Shut-

tlesworth was accorded great deference during and after the construction of 

the institute and Kelly Ingram Park, and although his statue was the fi rst of 

the Public Arts Project monuments to be installed and dedicated, the pose 

and the monument’s siting speak eloquently of his role in the 1960s and of 

his uncertain position in the civic myth.

In many ways the redesigned Kelly Ingram Park can be interpreted as the 

triumph of the moderates, who take a conciliatory but fi rm stand toward 



170 A  P L A C E  O F  R E V O L U T I O N  A N D  R E C O N C I L I A T I O N

whites. It is telling that the oldest monument, to the white sailor Kelly In-

gram, was not removed, nor was the name of the park changed, as the archi-

tects suggested. Instead, Ingram’s memorial was moved to the northeast 

corner, and that to Julius Ellsberry, his black counterpart, was installed in a 

complementary position in the southwest corner among the other black 

achievers, facing the Gaston empire headquarters. The whole ensemble was 

then wrapped in an enclosing wall inscribed with a phrase coined by Mayor 

Arrington—“A Place of Revolution and Reconciliation.”

Collectively, the monuments in Kelly Ingram Park mark the outer limits 

of what can be said in the context of contemporary Southern urban politics. 

The park advances revitalization goals, a common goal of all Southern urban 

regimes, but it also celebrates black empowerment while warning of its pre-

cariousness. Because Arrington had such a comfortable electoral majority, 

Fig. 41. The Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth (John Rhoden, 1992), Birmingham, Alabama. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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the monuments are much more confrontational than those in other cities. As 

a group they contradict the claim, articulated by David Vann and by white 

moderates and progressives elsewhere in the South, that the depredations of 

the segregation era were the actions of a few thugs such as Bull Connor or his 

allies in the Ku Klux Klan. They do not exonerate those people or excuse their 

sins, yet they make it clear that the villains acted with the indulgence of a 

social and political power structure that allowed them to do its dirty work. 

And yet, as Arrington stressed, he still needed to reach accommodation with 

the white economic elite and to serve the needs of the black religious and cul-

tural elite. So the emphasis on black self- help and the contrast between he-

roic leaders and the victimized foot soldiers at Kelly Ingram Park aids both 

causes as a “Place of Reconciliation after Revolution”: reconciliation on 

African American terms.

At the same time, the monuments employ the same visual language and 

metaphorical structures that other civil rights monuments do, many of them 

inherited from and posed in opposition to, the Confederate monuments that 

form their ubiquitous context. For the most part, this language speaks of 

great leaders and epic battles. Neither of these themes really addresses the 

peculiarities of the civil rights movement, however frequently its partici-

pants and memorializers resort to military metaphors.

The story of Kelly Ingram Park in all its rich detail, then, opens out some of 

the complexity that is obscured when we evoke heritage or collective memory. 

A monument or an elaborately organized site such as Kelly Ingram Park repre-

sents not a memory but an interpretation or interpretations of specifi c events, 

offered in the context of contemporary ideological and political struggles. Bir-

mingham’s turbulent midcentury history provided a medium within which to 

articulate a strategy for governing the postindustrial city. Nevertheless, the 

skillfully organized ensemble barely holds together the varying agendas and 

still- remembered confl icts of the participants of the 1960s and their politically 

successful descendants. It overlooks most of the history of the Birmingham 

freedom struggles that took place in other parts of the city and that occurred 

over the decades from the 1930s to the 1990s. By historical accident, it stands 

near the portions of the city most frequented by whites, but it is marginal 

enough to be ignored by those who do not wish to “bring all that up again,” as 

writers of letters to the editor frequently complain. Although monuments and 

memorials seek to activate or legitimize memory, they are limited by the reso-

lutely individual nature of memory and the consequent unpredictability of the 

responses monuments can invoke.
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The memorial ain’t big enough. . . . It should be monstrous.

—ED DWIGHT, 2000

For aficionados of public monuments, the South Carolina State House 

Grounds are a treat. They are home to many more monuments than most 

state capitols can boast. These range from a memorial commemorating a 

South Carolina Revolutionary War general to a recent one honoring law en-

forcement offi cers. Among the predictable portrait statues of soldiers and 

politicians are several surprises. One is a delightful life- sized, polychromed, 

cast- iron palmetto tree, installed in the 1850s to pay tribute to the Palmetto 

Regiment, a South Carolina unit that fought in the Mexican- American War. 

Another honors Governor Robert E. McNair for overseeing the master plan-

ning of the capitol complex that accommodated the vast growth that charac-

terized South Carolina’s state government, like other states’, in the 1960s and 

1970s. A third, more somber surprise celebrates Dr. J. Marion Sims as the 

founder of “the science of gynecology,” who did so in part using medical ex-

periments on enslaved women.1

Most of the State House Grounds’ monuments, however, celebrate the 

defi ning era of the state’s white political consciousness, that period between 

Secession and World War II that witnessed the consolidation of white su-

premacy. The State House itself, begun in the 1850s but not fi nished until 

1903, is the largest of these monuments, the sun around which the others re-

volve. Its lengthy and costly construction process, said a local newspaper, was 

“intimately associated with many tragic incidents in the State’s history,” 

meaning the Civil War and Reconstruction.2 A nine- foot- tall marble plaque 

prominently displayed on the second fl oor is inscribed with the Ordinance of 

Secession by which South Carolina declared its intention to leave the Union, 

along with the names of the ordinance’s signers.3

CHAPTER 5 {WHAT CAN AND CAN’T BE SAID
Beyond Civil Rights
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Outside, markers record South Carolina whites’ sense of their victimiza-

tion during the Civil War. One identifi es the site of the second capitol, burned 

by Union troops in February 1865. Bronze stars in the west and southwest 

walls of the capitol mark places that Union cannonballs struck it. On the north 

steps, an 1858 bronze casting of Jean- Antoine Houdon’s 1788 statue of George 

Washington is missing an inch or two of the president’s cane. A plaque on the 

statue’s base notes that during the Union occupation, “soldiers brickbatted 

this statue and broke off the lower part of the walking cane.”

Other monuments chronicle the development of the myth of the Lost 

Cause, Reconstruction, and “redemption.” An elaborate memorial on the north, 

depicting an angel crowning a woman with a laurel wreath, allegorizes Con-

federate women’s loyalty to the cause. Markers celebrate highways named af-

ter Jefferson Davis and Robert E. Lee. The names of state offi ce buildings honor 

John C. Calhoun, who articulated the nullifi cation theory upon which seces-

sion was based and who was notable for his contempt for democratic govern-

ment generally, and Wade Hampton, a Confederate general who was later 

elected governor to “redeem” South Carolina from Reconstruction. Statues cel-

ebrate Benjamin “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman, an early- twentieth- century gover-

nor and senator whose race- baiting was extreme even for its time, and James 

F. Byrnes, “the most distinguished South Carolinian of his time,” an ardent 

New Dealer who had been a United States representative, a senator, secretary 

of state, (briefl y) a Supreme Court justice, and governor of South Carolina, in 

which position he was an outspoken critic of Brown v. Board of Education. 

Byrnes’s monument was erected in 1972, shortly after his death. Most recent-

ly, Dixiecrat Strom Thurmond was added to the white supremacist pantheon.

Chief among the freestanding monuments is the South Carolina Confed-

erate Memorial, which stands at the north side of the grounds on axis with 

the city’s major commercial street. A single soldier crowns a tapered shaft 

whose base carries a lengthy inscription describing South Carolina’s Confed-

erates as “men whom power could not corrupt, whom death could not terrify, 

whom defeat could not dishonor, and let their virtues plead for just judgment 

of the cause in which they perished. . . . The state taught them how to live and 

how to die” (fi g. 42). On another side, the monument declares that they “have 

glorifi ed a fallen cause, by the simple manhood of their lives.” Here, as early as 

1879, a full- blown version of the Lost Cause mythology discussed in chapter 1 

is proclaimed. At the opposite side of the grounds stands an equestrian statue 

of Wade Hampton, who looks north toward the Confederate monument (see 

fi g. 10).4
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After nearly a century of contemplating the Confederate soldier on his 

column, Hampton’s gaze was interrupted by a new memorial, visually and 

thematically different from any of the others, that celebrates South Carolina’s 

African American history from the arrival of the fi rst African captives to the 

present. It is unlike the others in that it does not honor politicians, soldiers, or 

other servants of the state. Nor does it commemorate any single person, 

event, or era. And of course it sits uncomfortably among the monuments to 

white supremacy. Yet the African American History Monument is, in its way, 

integral to the entire group and emblematic of the problem faced by all build-

ers of civil rights and black history monuments in the South, for it must co-

habit with, and respond to, the still- treasured relics of white supremacy.

The monument owes its creation in part to a bitter struggle over the Con-

federate battle fl ag, which then fl ew from the State House dome. Although 

Fig. 42. South Carolina [Confederate] Monument (Muldoon, Walton, and Cobb, architects; 
Nicoli Sculpture Studios, sculptor, 1873–75), South Carolina State House Grounds, Columbia. 
Figure destroyed by lightning and replaced, 1884. Photo: Dell Upton.



W H A T  C A N  A N D  C A N ’ T  B E  S A I D  175

the entire landscape of the capitol and its grounds is a celebration of the Con-

federacy and its aftermath, the battle fl ag has acquired a peculiar position in 

recent years. Predictably, neo- Confederates describe it as a symbol of “heri-

tage” that has nothing to do with racism or slavery. As the historian Thomas 

J. Brown has argued, much of the genteel social meaning of the Lost Cause, a 

creation of the Southern elite, has fallen away. Instead, as in commemoration 

of the civil rights movement, the emphasis has moved to the foot soldier, an 

ostensibly apolitical fi gure who sought simply to do his duty and to defend 

his home. One opponent of the African American History Monument (who 

was nevertheless appointed to the monument’s planning committee) said 

that “if they want to build one to veterans or black soldiers who contributed 

to the history of the state, that’s fi ne. That’s what the other monuments on the 

State House grounds are to, people who fought in wars.” In some ways, as 

Brown notes, this view has become an expression of largely working- class 

white male resentment of Southern white elites, but it is deeply imbued with 

race, for the elite are believed to have deserted their white neighbors while fa-

voring African Americans. Opponents of display of the battle fl ag foreground 

its renewed currency in the 1950s and 1960s through its use by racists as a 

rallying symbol. It was fi rst displayed in the state house of representatives’ 

chamber in 1938 to celebrate the defeat of federal antilynching legislation, in 

the state senate’s chamber in 1956 during a session devoted to thwarting fed-

erally ordered racial integration, and atop the dome in 1962 during a dispute 

between representatives of national and Southern bodies established to com-

memorate the Civil War Centennial.5

South Carolina was the last state to fl y the Confederate battle fl ag over 

its capitol, although Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi continue to incorpo-

rate it into their state fl ags and to display it on state property. Futile efforts to 

remove the fl ag began in 1972 and continued through the remainder of the 

twentieth century. In the late 1990s, business progressives in South Carolina 

began to reconsider the battle fl ag at about the same time they began to 

come to terms with the civil rights movement. One banker complained that 

“because of this fl ag issue, the more sophisticated businesses don’t view us 

in the light that would encourage them to expand in South Carolina.” After 

years of proposals and counterproposals, the legislature agreed to move the 

flag from the capitol dome to the Confederate monument. It was finally 

struck on July 1, 2000.6

Few except legislators were happy. African Americans and their support-

ers still objected to the offi cial display of the battle fl ag on the State House 
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Grounds, while neo- Confederates believed that their values had been deni-

grated at the same time that those of African Americans were honored. The 

NAACP called for an economic boycott of the state, one that remains in effect. 

Its most painful result for many South Carolinians is that the National Colle-

giate Athletic Association, recognizing that a large proportion of college ath-

letes are African American, has honored the boycott by refusing to allow 

NCAA tournaments to be played in South Carolina. As a result, the sports col-

umnist for the Columbia newspaper, the State, has become one of the most 

vociferous opponents of the fl ag’s display on public property.7

As part of a dual- heritage strategy to solve the problem, the South Caro-

lina Senate passed a Heritage Act in 1994 that would have moved the battle 

fl ag to the Confederate monument and constructed an African American his-

tory monument. The bill failed in the house. Another attempt two years later 

failed when the house again refused to consider the plan. One gets a sense of 

the nature of the opposition from the actions of Republican representative 

Jake Knotts, who held up the bill until the senate agreed to pass bills favoring 

higher speed limits, a shorter legislative session, and easier access to con-

cealed weapons permits. Eventually the bill for the monument was passed 

when senate leaders connected it to an economic development proposal fa-

vored by the governor. Before the monument was dedicated, South Carolina 

became the last state to recognize the Martin Luther King Day holiday, but at 

the same time made Confederate Memorial Day a state holiday.8

Among the strongest supporters of the fl ag in the state legislature was 

Senator Glenn McConnell, a Charleston Republican, a Civil War reenactor, and 

the owner of a gallery selling “Confederate- based art and memorabilia.” He 

also helped engineer the passage of the African American history monument 

bill and was appointed chair of a state commission comprising fi ve black 

members and four whites, all but one legislators, that supervised the memo-

rial’s creation.9

At the beginning, the African American History Monument Commission 

(AAHMC) had “only the vaguest notion of what the privately funded monu-

ment should say.” However, the commissioners’ initial comments centered 

around familiar themes of uplift, achievement, and optimism. Senator Darrell 

Jackson, the other major Senate sponsor of the monument, told a reporter that 

he wanted a “generic” monument that would “accentuate the positive aspects 

of the black story in South Carolina and serve as an inspiration for visiting chil-

dren.” “We don’t need to deal in horrors, we need to deal in honor,” he said. Jack-

son also emphasized that the monument needed to depict a war without 
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enemies. “ ‘What the monument should do is talk about black endurance in the 

face of oppression, not about who was doing the oppressing. . . . ‘I want to high-

light the strengths of African- American people in enduring, as opposed to talk-

ing about the other side,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to villainize anyone.’ ” Columbia 

attorney John Rainey, who took charge of the fund- raising, added, “We’re one 

people. We’re all South Carolinians with a common heritage and yet a diverse 

heritage.” The acknowledgment of confl icts, even those that created the con-

ditions and shaped the events depicted on the monument, was out of bounds. 

It would undermine the strict parallelism of the dual- heritage strategy, in 

which black history and white history move adjacent to each other without 

intersecting in uncomfortable ways. Thus McConnell, like the participants in 

the debate over the multicultural monument at Bowling Green, Virginia, 

framed the African American History Monument as one of three equivalent 

freedom struggles: “First there was the struggle for liberty from the British, 

then the struggle for states’ rights and fi nally the struggle for civil rights.”10

Not everyone agreed with the avoidance of confl ict. Cleveland Sellers, a 

former civil rights activist and a student survivor of the 1968 Orangeburg 

Massacre at South Carolina State University, in which state police fi red into a 

group of demonstrating students, killing three and injuring twenty- six, told 

the same reporter, “We shouldn’t put up something that is just lovely, smil-

ing faces.” He favored recognition of the Orangeburg Massacre as well as of 

fi gures such as Denmark Vesey, a freedman executed for organizing a slave 

uprising in Charleston, or Robert Smalls, an enslaved man who seized a Con-

federate ship in Charleston harbor and used it to ferry himself and his family 

to freedom and later served as a legislator during Reconstruction.11

None of these proposals affected the fi nal form of the monument because 

the AAHMC was resolutely determined not to offend. To avoid the problem, the 

commissioners decided that no identifi able person would be depicted on the 

monument. They also decreed that “a modern abstract sculpture is out of 

the question,” since the general assembly was unlikely to approve one. After 

choosing a site at the east end of the State House from among the possible lo-

cations for the monument, the commission met with the members of the offi -

cial Citizens Advisory Committee. One Citizens Advisory Committee member 

wanted the designers to use “a round shape instead of something fl at. The 

round shape would symbolize the drum in African- American heritage that was 

used for communication (signals, escape, and entertainment) when the 

African- Americans came to this country.” She then described something very 

close to the fi nal monument: it should constitute a series of vignettes
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starting with slavery, not necessarily people in chains, but something to 
symbolize that part—either some kind of escape, someone with a lantern, an 
underground railroad scene, or something symbolic (some kind of chain de-
sign), moving on to reconstruction with the scene of a town and a church 
(which was most important in the community) then to Civil Rights with 
people protesting—and fi nally, to something more modern with a group of 
African- Americans sitting at a round table in discussion (in summary, touch-
ing on each part of history and telling the story).

Another member of the committee “liked the idea of the drum and church” 

but wanted South Carolinians such as Ronald McNair, an astronaut killed in 

a space shuttle disaster, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson to be depicted on the 

monument.12

Elizabeth Alston, a former member of both the State Archives and History 

Commission and the South Carolina African- American Heritage Council, 

pointedly raised an issue that had come up during the discussions over the 

King Memorial in Washington and the African American Monument in Savan-

nah when she asked “if this would be the fi rst and last monument. There are 

thousands of monuments to other people. ‘Are we African- Americans limited 

to one?’ ” The question was important not only for its implications for black 

visibility in the public realm but as a practical matter. Was it necessary to try 

to encompass all of the state’s black history in a single monument, or would 

there be other opportunities? If there was a response to Alston’s question, it 

wasn’t included in the minutes. At the Charleston hearings, however, William 

Hamilton, a white Civil War reenactor offered a kind of unintended response 

to Alston. He wanted “one fi gure—an adult cast of metal mounted on stone, 

who can be singled out to visiting school children as a hero.” He argued, “If you 

want to tell a story with one monument it ends up garbled, something only an 

art history major could understand.”13

In early 1997, AAHMC members traveled around the state to hold a se-

ries of hearings, one in each of South Carolina’s six congressional districts, to 

seek public suggestions about the content of the monument. In preparation, 

Vice- Chair Gilda Cobb- Hunter asked the press’s help in impressing on the 

public that these hearings were about the monument, not the Confederate 

fl ag, which she said was a separate and settled issue. The citizen comments 

varied but were in many ways predictable, refl ecting an inclination to uplift 

and often advocating the use of an idealized African imagery. The Charleston 

hearings seem to have become a forum for black and white Civil War reenac-

tors, at least as they were reported in the local newspaper. A black Civil War 

reenactor wanted the state to erect a memorial to the mythic blacks who 
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fought for the Confederacy. Another black reenactor who portrayed a mem-

ber of the Massachusetts Fifty- Fourth, the famous black regiment that fought 

at Fort Wagner in Charleston Harbor, and who also happened to be Charles-

ton’s chief of police, argued against tearing down Confederate monuments, 

instead urging the construction of “additional monuments on public land to 

aid in telling the story of the war from all sides.” Thus, despite Cobb- Hunter’s 

strictures against raising the Confederate fl ag issue, the discussion edged 

inevitably and necessarily toward the question of how one reconciled recog-

nition of the state’s black history with simultaneous celebration of its 

proslavery actions.14

At Orangeburg, the speakers advocated both historical and symbolic or 

allegorical strategies. County Councilman John Rickenbacker wanted to rec-

ognize Reconstruction era fi gures such as Alonzo J. Ramsey, the state’s fi rst 

black lieutenant governor, and Joseph Rainey, who was the first African 

American to serve in the United States House of Representatives. Rickenback-

er’s neighbors argued for representative fi gures. One envisioned a monument 

that included a teenage boy, a young girl, a male worker, a World War II vet-

eran, a female doctor, and (shades of 2001: A Space Odyssey) “a male in astro-

naut’s suit standing in a circle with one raised hand supporting a new baby.” 

Another preferred “a monument (starting) with a man who has broken his 

chains and spiraling upward to farmer and on to astronaut. . . . Each accom-

plishment should have some type of emblem to represent its area. If you sin-

gle out individuals, someone will be missed.” The latter suggestions were 

rooted, on the one hand, in twentieth- century social art that attempted to de-

pict the varied human types who compose a particular community and, on 

the other, in notions of social evolution and advancement that are wide-

spread in American society but that were reinforced here by the African 

American tradition of uplift through self- help.15

The comments collected at the hearings were submitted to the histori-

ans on the Citizens Advisory Committee, who discussed them “in light of 

their historical expertise and training.” Then the historians met with the 

artists on the committee and the two groups produced a prospectus for the 

monument. The historians emphasized that the monument should refl ect 

“change and continuity.” Specifi cally it should acknowledge the Middle Pas-

sage and slavery, “the moment of freedom,” Reconstruction (“the fi rst civil 

rights movement and a noble experiment in bi- racial government and social 

reform”), the modern civil rights movement, and the ongoing freedom strug-

gle. It should stress “resistance to injustice and the struggle for freedom and 
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power,” as well as the survival of black cultural traditions, with particular at-

tention given to the role of the church. All of this should be visualized in a way 

that “present[ed] a refl ection of history and a sense of timelessness.” The 

monument should be “multi- faceted,” and it should be shaped to accommo-

date its site, a circular fl ower garden. The committee also emphasized that the 

monument’s design should be “harmonious” with others already on the State 

House Grounds.16

The design criteria ruled out a single fi gure as in a common soldier me-

morial. They ruled out abstraction, since there were no abstract memorials 

on the grounds. They ruled out the kind of representative group or progress 

memorials that some speakers at the hearings envisioned, and they played 

down the emphasis on the Civil War that emerged in the Charleston hearings. 

They pushed the monument toward a historical treatment that comprised a 

series of vignettes representing the historical eras and episodes listed. The 

fi nished design fi ts the specifi c requirements of the prospectus quite closely, 

although the criteria left room for great variation among possible realizations 

of the criteria.

A competition attracted forty- six entries from which the commissioners se-

lected fi fteen sculptors or collaborative groups for consideration. That list in-

cluded names familiar from earlier chapters of this book, including Erik 

Blome, the Rocky Mount sculptor; Houston Conwill, who was a contender at 

Birmingham; and the eventual winner, Ed Dwight. Commissioners voted for 

as many candidates as they liked; Dwight was the only one to receive votes 

from all nine. Three fi nalists—the team of Houston Conwill, Joseph DePace, 

and Estella Conwill Majozo; the team of Antonio Tobias Mendez and James 

Urban; and Ed Dwight—were interviewed. Collectively, the fi nalists covered 

most of the themes enunciated in the hearings. One relied on a romanticized 

conception of African culture, one presented its message metaphorically 

through representative fi gures and cultural allusions, and the third employed 

historical imagery.17

The Houston Conwill group’s “Carolina Shout” featured “a circular granite 

ceremonial dance ring sandblasted with a cosmogram tracing the struggle for 

freedom and justice from Africa to South Carolina.” Conwill described the cos-

mogram as “a Kongo- Yoruba rooted African- American crossroads symbol found 

in Black Atlantic folk art,” but while that fi gure served to structure the monu-

ment spatially, the visual elements of the design included words, symbols, and 

images rendered in a contemporary, rather than a romantic- ethnographic, style. 
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Around the edges of the cosmogram four granite benches would be connected 

by seven- foot columns bearing sixteen paired photographs of black leaders, 

etched in glass and backlit.18

Mendez and Urban began with an image derived from African American 

folk culture, the sweetgrass baskets produced along the Carolina and Georgia 

coast, which have demonstrable origins in West Africa. The baskets are made 

by coiling bunches of grasses around a central point, creating a continuous 

spiral from base to rim. The Mendez- Urban design would have used groups 

of figures representing the black experience from slavery to the present 

spiraling out from a central point engraved with a familiar image of Africans 

packed into a slaver’s ship. The fi gures would show “how [cultural practices] 

came from Africa and are ‘still alive in South Carolina’ today, which explained 

the baskets” in the model. Each fi gure represented a different stage in the 

historical chronicle demanded by the sponsors. There would also be a series 

of inscriptions including a summary text that would give the monument “a 

spiritual content and reflect the spiritual life of the African- American in 

South Carolina.” Other inscriptions would list up to two hundred notable 

black South Carolinians. Nevertheless, the works would be “a monument to 

all African- Americans from South Carolina and it will not recognize one 

individual over another.” Senator Darrell Jackson worried about the names 

“since he is aware of the ‘psychology of calling names. . . . It’s . . . whose name 

is left off.’ ”19

In response to the requirement of contextual harmony, Dwight de-

scribed his design as “Victorian architecture.” A central “tower of progress” 

would be fl anked by panels representing aspects of South Carolina’s and the 

nation’s black history. “I go from 1619,” Dwight told the commission, “and 

stop with the marches in Washington.” Within those parameters, “we 

have the option of putting anything in here that we want.” There would 

also be “two small podiums” on either side of the entrance that could be 

inscribed with names. Commissioner Jesse Washington praised the design 

but wondered whether everyone, black and white, would be able to under-

stand the visual imagery. Would there be “a legend or explanations”? Yes, 

said Dwight, there would be an audio tape or a “handout.” When asked about 

future additions, Dwight simply said that there could be additions. In 

response to a question about the representation of people other than public 

offi cials, he promised that “the different panels . . . would include different 

groups—legislators, men, women and children doing regular things—heroes 

and sheroes.”20
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The Selection Recommendation Committee reported that it was “split 

down the middle” between Mendez- Urban and Dwight. In the end, the 

AAHMC chose Dwight’s entry on the basis, according to Chair McConnell, of 

its height, which gave it presence, and because “it carries some Victorian in-

corporation,” which fi t well with the State House Grounds. He stressed “the 

importance that the monument not be so strong politically,” by which he ex-

plained that he did not want too many political fi gures included. Jackson 

stressed that the committee accepted the “concept of the Victorian style 

without the details.”21

Both Dwight’s vague answers to particular questions and the commission-

ers’ reservations reflect the nonspecificity of Dwight’s proposal, which 

responded to the design prospectus with a generic account of the African 

American struggle, rendered in the requisite mood of triumph and uplift. There 

was little in it that addressed South Carolina’s history specifi cally. It was built 

around a “central core icon,” a monolith that would symbolize “the accumula-

tion of, and culmination of the history and the struggle for civil rights.” The fl oor 

of the monument would focus on “three granite engraved Middle Crossing 

icons” leading to the central monolith. The right side of the core monolith 

would support a granite plaque recounting “the slavery struggle” from 1619 

through the Civil War and would feature “heroic participants,” such as Crispus 

Attucks, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and Harriett Tubman, “in collage 

at the large end of the bas relief.” That is, Dwight already imagined the relief 

as a pair of trapezoidal panels like that used on the fi nal work and in his Under-

ground Railroad Memorial (1993) at Battle Creek, Michigan, and as one 

that would be divided into discrete panels or vignettes. It would have a sloping 

profile oriented north toward Gervais Street. The left side of the memorial 

would continue the story of the black struggle from Reconstruction through 

the civil rights movement and would feature Martin Luther King Jr., “Medgar 

Evers, Malcolm X, etc.” At the center would be a fi gure of Denmark Vesey. There 

would also be space “to honor local Civil Rights heroes from South Carolina” by 

etching photographic portraits into the granite. The “core element” would 

include “supporting iconography and lesser elements addressing other aspects 

of the struggle,” culminating in “racial progress affected [sic] through Law and 

Justice; and fi nally the Spirit of Triumph, through unfettered possibilities in 

the pursuit of security and happiness in America.” The fi nal “Spirit of Triumph 

Panel” was “intended to be inspirational and a tribute to what we have 

achieved and what as a Black Community we can be inspired to do.” It also con-

tained many of the didactic elements that characterize other contemporary 
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monuments. The panel devoted to slavery “would be supported with textual 

data regarding the institution of slavery . . . engraved into the granite.”22

In the three years between Dwight’s selection and the installation of the Afri-

can American History Monument in 2001, the meaning and content of the 

monument were intensely, sometimes bitterly, contested among the mem-

bers of the commission. The proposal to include Vesey was immediately dis-

missed on the principle of including no one identifi able, but some committee 

members and public observers objected to the exclusion. A Charlestonian, pre-

sumably a constituent of McConnell’s, wrote to the legislature that Vesey’s 

planned insurrection was “the most profound accomplishment of any single 

Black American from slavery to the present, bar none.” He denounced the pro-

posed monument as a “sham . . . due to the ideology of the members.” The leg-

islature was unlikely to permit the monument to honor any true African 

American freedom fi ghter, as their position on Vesey and “your voting record” 

demonstrated. Senator McConnell responded that the AAHMC had been divid-

ed about whom to honor. Because there could be no consensus, it was decided 

to avoid the issue altogether. This would avoid a public debate “that would not 

create unity for the monument but rather disunity.” Rather than being a plot 

to deny black freedom fi ghters their recognition, he said, “It was a simple case 

of trying to design a monument based on a consensus which could pass the 

General Assembly and the State House Committee and the community at 

large without debate or division over what should be in it.” McConnell added 

that in the absence of historical images of Vesey, he could not be depicted 

“with undeniable accuracy.”23

Nevertheless, the wall between the dual heritages was continually threat-

ened and sometimes breached. As monument building got under way, black 

members of the legislature renewed efforts to remove the Confederate battle 

fl ag from the State House dome and the NAACP reiterated its calls for a boycott 

of the state. At one point, Senator Darrell Jackson called on McConnell to resign 

on the grounds that the AAHMC chair’s defense of the fl ag and his criticism of 

the NAACP “tainted” fund- raising efforts. McConnell replied that “his defense 

of the fl ag is based not on race but on reverence for heritage” and refused to re-

sign unless he received a no- confi dence vote from the commission as a whole. 

Jackson’s position offended Vice- Chair Gilda Cobb- Hunter, an African Ameri-

can woman who reiterated her position that the monument and the fl ag were 

separate issues. “I think a part of political maturity suggests that in this body 

and in this arena, you have to learn to work with people whether they agree 
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with you or not.” A scheduled AAHMC meeting was called off to allow tempers 

to cool. Later, members accused one another of trying to sabotage the project. 

A black legislator from Charleston, Senator Robert Ford, demanded at the last 

moment that his name be added to the list of commission members inscribed 

on the monument, and he succeeded despite widespread opposition. Cobb- 

Hunter boycotted the dedication ceremony in protest.24

The fl ag issue continued to infl ect perceptions of the African American 

History Monument as the dedication day neared. In the spring of 2000 most 

white Democrats and a majority of white Republicans reached a compromise 

to move the fl ag. Although all but one black senator supported the move, only 

three of twenty- six black members of the house did. To offset the rebel fl ag 

some African Americans, led by Ford and another state senator and endorsed 

by McConnell, advocated fl ying of the black, green, and yellow Black Libera-

tion fl ag at the African American History Monument. The suggestion annoyed 

Cobb- Hunter, who dismissed the idea on the grounds that “the [liberation] 

fl ag represents the civil rights era but the monument covers three centuries.” 

She added that “people who are raising that as an issue have no clue as to 

what is on the fl ag.”25

While they were wrangling with one another and with the public, the 

commission interacted with Dwight in a way that was sometimes equally 

tense but that created a monument whose imagery was much more vivid and 

more specifi c than that Dwight had proposed. In this case a committee pro-

duced a better result than the artist alone might have. The monument that 

was unveiled on March 29, 2001, centered on a twenty- three- foot obelisk set 

to the rear (west) of the circular footprint, just in front of the gap between two 

curving, twenty- fi ve- foot walls that slope away from the obelisk (fi g. 43). Ac-

cording to the sculptor, who was unable to resist the essentializing reference, 

this shape represents “an African village built in the round.”26

In fi nished form the combination of the walls and obelisk is strikingly 

similar in size, shape, and materials to the South Carolina Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial (1986), which stands a few blocks away (fi g. 44). John Rainey and 

Bud Ferillo, fund- raisers for that project, also raised money for the African 

American History Monument. Columbia’s Vietnam memorial in turn is a kind 

of inversion of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial (1982) in Washington: 

its sloping, name- covered walls rise from the earth rather than burrowing into 

it, and it is made of light gray rather than black granite. When Ferillo said that 

the African American History Monument would “be to the Capitol grounds 

what the Vietnam monument is to Washington,” he said more than he knew.27



Fig. 43. African American History Monument (Ed Dwight, 1998–2001), South Carolina State 
House Grounds, Columbia. Photo: Dell Upton.
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The main opening at the east is preceded by 

a reproduction of part of the plan of a slave ship 

packed with 482 captives (fi g. 45). This was de-

rived from Description of a Slave Ship (1789), an 

image created by British abolitionists that was 

widely distributed by English and American ab-

olitionists. It depicts an actual Liverpool slave 

ship, the Brooks, but the plan is a hypothetical 

representation of the maximum number of peo-

ple who could legally be packed into the space 

under the provisions of proposed regulations 

bitterly opposed by slave traders. In fact, at the time the image was published, 

the real Brooks had made voyages carrying as many as 740 captives. As 

Marcus Wood has shown, the publishers wished to depict the passengers as 

Fig. 44. South Carolina Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial (1986), Memorial Park, 
Columbia. Photo: Dell Upton.

Fig. 45. African American History Monument. Slave ship plan. Photo: Dell Upton.
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victims stripped of their culture and their individuality as a way of arousing 

feelings against the slave trade. But the image has been republished and 

adapted for more than two hundred years since its initial appearance and ac-

cepted as a record of a particular ship on a particular voyage. The plan has been 

imprinted in contemporary consciousness as the quintessential representa-

tion of the slave trade, and its use in the African American History Monument 

is one among many. Here, however, its use oddly contradicts the emphasis on 

“honors” rather than “horrors” and on black agency.28

Dwight intended to sandblast the plan into the granite pavers, but then 

decided that the recesses would collect dirt and leaves. Instead he cast the fi g-

ures in bronze and embedded them in terrazzo. The experience of entering by 

walking over the ground- level plan was meant as an emotionally affecting 

introduction to the monument, similar to the effect intended by the original 

print. Soon after the work was dedicated, though, it became clear that it could 

not withstand the tread of so many feet. No action was taken for several years 

because of fear of the liability that might be incurred by installing an appro-

priate but unobtrusive protective enclosure. Eventually, shuffl ing feet forced 

the installation of a low metal enclosure resembling a ship’s rail.29

Between the slave ship and the obelisk, a black granite plaque raised on 

a pedestal displays a map of Africa and the Americas, with the regions high-

lighted from which most enslaved Africans who came to South Carolina were 

taken. For each, there is a corresponding chunk of indigenous stone presented 

like a talisman: “Rubbing a stone from ‘home’ can take one back in spirit,” as 

one journalist put it.30

The most important elements of the monument are the two bands of 

bronze reliefs attached to the curving walls (fi g. 46). They are subdivided into 

panels that collectively recount a historical narrative that begins at the outer 

end of the left panel and concludes at the outer end of the right panel. Each 

panel steps back slightly from the one before it (on the left) or the one after it 

(on the right), while the images are rendered in low relief that becomes pro-

gressively higher as one approaches the climax of each series. The fi rst vi-

gnette on the left depicts a slave auction, which Dwight originally said would 

depict a scene in 1619 when slaves were fi rst brought to British America. In 

the fi nished work the image of people standing on an auction block was a “re-

production of an 1852 newspaper ad” meant to stand for the slave trade over 

the 190 years from South Carolina’s founding to the Civil War. Thus this scene 

is chronologically out of place and visually separated from the narrative fl ow. 

It is also the only panel without a visual link to its successor.31



Fig. 46. African American History Monument. Right (north) wing. Photo: Dell Upton.
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The second panel depicts the Middle Passage again, with captive Africans 

on a ship bound for North America. One is chained and about to be fl ogged by 

a member of the ship’s crew. Then we see a procession of enslaved people at 

work (fi g. 47). A woman scatters seeds, a man carries a coiled sweetgrass bas-

ket on his shoulders, another woman carries a basket, perhaps to market, and 

fi nally a man carries a plank, perhaps to a building site. Although these work-

ers seem stoic, in the next scene, into which the man with the plank peers, a 

group of men gather under the light of a lantern, studying some sort of paper. 

This image, entitled “Resistance,” is ambiguous. The men could be planning a 

rebellion, but since that might unsettle white viewers, we are told that they 

are planning to escape. On the right side of this panel, a man carrying a hoe 

looks into the next panel, offi cially called “The War Between the States” (the 

Lost Cause term for the Civil War and an indication of the infl uence of neo- 

Confederates on the monument) (fi g. 48). This vignette depicts the South Car-

olina Volunteers, the fi rst all- black unit from the state to fi ght for the Union. 

At the head of the procession a black soldier carries the “authentic” fl ag of the 

unit, a version of the American fl ag with “God Gives Liberty” embroidered on 

the stripes. Behind him, a white offi cer turns to rally the troops, whose pos-

ture and disposition in space recall Augustus Saint- Gaudens’s renowned 

Fig. 47. African American History Monument. “Slave Labor.” Photo: Dell Upton.
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Shaw Memorial (1883–97) in Boston. This is the visual climax of the left 

series. The characters are the most energetic and are rendered in the highest 

relief, and the action breaks the picture frame, for the flag projects not 

only above the borders of the bronze panel but above the wall to which it is 

affi xed.

The narrative concludes on this wall with an image of jubilant freedpeo-

ple arrayed under an eagle- borne banner labeled “Emancipation” (fi g. 49). 

Some throw up their arms in joy; others lift their clasped hands in prayerful 

thanks or kneel in private prayer. The narrative is carried across the gap to 

the right- hand panel by the gaze of a still, thoughtful- looking woman who 

gazes away from the celebrators toward the future as depicted on the right. 

Her costume resembles contemporary images of Sojourner Truth and Harriet 

Tubman, and she reminds one of the importance of women in the freedom 

Fig. 48. African American History Monument. “War Between the States.” 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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struggle and of their publicly expressed understanding that emancipation 

was not its fi nal act.32

The narrative picks up on the right with “Reconstruction” (fi g. 50). Like 

most panels on this wing, “Reconstruction” offers an array of small images 

rather than the single, all- encompassing action that characterized the panels 

on the left. In the upper left corner, black men line up to vote. In the lower left, 

one sees “Land Grants to Ex- Slaves.” Signifi cantly, the grants are conveyed here 

by African Americans to African Americans. At the lower right, a black man 

stands behind a desk such as that found in the State House. He is, according to 

the offi cial brochure, “a proud, effective African American legislator arguing 

for the passage of Civil Rights laws in the South Carolina legislature in 1868.” 

This claim stands in explicit rebuttal to the Southern mythology of Recon-

struction as a time when ignorant blacks were given political rights they could 

Fig. 49. African American History Monument. “Emancipation.” Photo: Dell Upton.
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not understand so that they could be manipulated by corrupt Northern “car-

petbaggers.” Viewers who know D. W. Griffi th’s scurrilous fi lm Birth of a Na-

tion (1915) will also recognize the contrast to the fi lmed scenes of black legis-

lators in the South Carolina State House drinking and carousing, their unshod 

feet resting on the type of desk behind which the man on the monument 

stands. At the center of the panel, the dome of the United States Capitol is sur-

rounded by labels that read “14th Amendment,” “15th Amendment,” “Forty 

Acres and a Mule,” and “Freedmen’s Bureau,” suggesting that there was no 

visual language adequate to convey these important but intangible ideas. 

Equally striking is the absence of activities such as union organizing or insti-

tution building that are both diffi cult to depict as a moment of action in the 

standard language of monuments and fall outside the standard narrative of 

the struggle for freedom and civil (read citizenship) rights that the African 

American History Monument depicts.33

Fig. 50. African American History Monument. “Reconstruction.” Photo: Dell Upton.
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This limitation carries over to the next panel, “Southern States Reaction to 

Federal Law,” which conveys the era that the historian Rayford Logan labeled 

“the Nadir”: the long decades of repression, terrorism, peonage, and denial of 

basic rights to African Americans after the end of Reconstruction (fi g. 51). Here 

there are no images at all, only the words “Jim- Crow Law,” “Black Codes,” 

“Sharecropping,” “Segregation,” “Lynching,” “Plessy vs. Ferguson,” “Convict La-

bor System,” and “Abridgement.” These, too, are complex ideas, but in this case, 

according to Dwight, “his effort to tell the whole truth was muted when it 

came to depicting the era when segregation was legalized and the Ku Klux 

Klan fl ourished.” He had intended “hooded Klansmen burning crosses and the 

bodies of blacks hanging from trees,” but he was asked to tone the panel down 

to avoid controversy. So he made an all- text panel.34

In reaction to the depredations of the Jim Crow era, blacks left the South 

in great numbers. This migration is the subject of the next panel, which shows 

a family of four—man, woman, older girl, and younger boy—suitcases in 

hand, lined up to board a bus or a train to the North. Their poses recall those 

of the enslaved workers opposite, but now, rather than doing someone else’s 

bidding, they are acting to free themselves from the restrictions imposed on 

them in the South (see fi g. 47).

At this point the narrative reaches the civil rights era. Again, a series of 

related images rather than a single action organizes the panel. Schoolchildren 

with their books share the pictorial space with the portico of the Supreme 

Court building in Washington, a silhouette of Thurgood Marshall, and two 

scrolls reading “Briggs vs. Elliott” and “Brown vs. Board of Education.” Briggs v. 

Elliott was a school integration lawsuit initiated in Clarendon County, South 

Carolina, in the late 1940s. When it reached the United States Supreme Court, 

it was folded into the cluster of suits that became known as Brown v. Board of 

Education. A young man in cap and gown, carrying his diploma, looks into the 

following panel, which features four demonstrators carrying picket signs that 

read “Freedom Now” “Freedom & Equality,” and “We Deserve Equal Rights.” 

Their postures recall those of the slave workers and the migrants to the North, 

and even those of the marching soldiers, thus giving the visual sense of a con-

tinual march from prerevolutionary South Carolina to the present.

The narrative concludes with a double “Panel of Progress.” Offi cially, the 

panel “illustrates African Americans’ amazing progress and triumph over ad-

versity in South Carolina.” In truth, many of the fi gures are readily identifi -

able. Four fi gures, whom I read as Modjeska Monteith Simkins, a venerated 

Columbia civil rights activist; Judge Ernest Finney, the fi rst black chief justice 



Fig. 51. African American History Monument. “Southern States React to Federal Law” and 
“Exodus North.” Photo: Dell Upton.



W H A T  C A N  A N D  C A N ’ T  B E  S A I D  195

of the state Supreme Court; astronaut Ronald McNair; and Jesse Jackson, 

fl ank a panel bearing South Carolina’s iconic palmetto. Around them, smaller 

fi gures show a trumpeter who is identifi able as Dizzy Gillespie by his infl ated 

cheeks and the upward tilt of the bell of his horn, tennis player Althea 

Gibson, a boxer (perhaps Joe Louis), a basketball player, and generic icons rep-

resenting science, technology, medicine, and agricultural labor.

The African American History Monument vividly epitomizes the param-

eters of what can and cannot be said. The bronze panels are visually compel-

ling. Figures that project from one panel into the next smooth many of the 

changes in level. For the most part, these are static fi gures, rendered almost 

in the round, that face diagonally outward in the manner of the statues col-

onnes of the Gothic cathedral at Chartres (see fi gs. 46, 50). The device effec-

tively connects separate vignettes into a continuous visual fl ow. Yet the fl ow 

is not entirely smooth. Most notably, it is interrupted by the static and frag-

mented panels devoted to Reconstruction and the Jim Crow era. In part this 

is owing to the diffi culties of illustrating abstract concepts such as constitu-

tional amendments, but it is also a direct result of the decision to present the 

black struggle in a vacuum. These panels remind one of the absence of visu-

alized confl ict in most of the work. Even the Civil War panel depicts soldiers 

marching rather than fi ghting. The only explicit depiction of black- white con-

fl ict appears in the Middle Passage panel, where a white sailor prepares to 

beat a black captive. The sailor can be dismissed as a non- Carolinian, in keep-

ing with the Southern myth that slavery was foisted on the region by outsid-

ers. Thus confl ict among South Carolinians is defl ected. The choice to avoid 

depicting recognizable historic fi gures serves the same goal. The rule was 

used to exclude Denmark Vesey, and slave resistance generally is depicted as 

escape rather than rebellion. Vesey is absent, yet most of the fi gures in the fi -

nal panel are readily recognizable as well- known contemporary South Caro-

linians. Journalists regularly name them, but when the AAHMC was asked 

about those portraits in 2005, four years after the dedication ceremony, they 

responded that “commission members consider any likeness on the monu-

ment to be interpretive, and they do not take an offi cial position on the iden-

tities of anyone depicted here.”35

The other break in movement is in the fi nal panel, the “Panel of Progress” 

(originally “Triumph”), which is also somewhat disjointed. The four central 

fi gures face forward and are surrounded by a constellation of smaller fi gures 

and symbols. For formal reasons, moreover, they are placed at the narrow 

end of the right panel. It is as though the constant movement toward black 
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liberation implied by the procession, reinforced by the congruent poses of the 

slave laborers, migrants, and civil rights demonstrators, had come to an end. 

The struggle has been completed, visually at least, although all parties 

involved in creating the monument professed not to believe that.

Limiting as was political censorship, or at least squeamishness, the pow-

er of the African American History Monument was defl ected as much by a 

cacophony of messages. The bronze panels, the strongest part of the monu-

ment, borrowed their visual strategy from the war memorial tradition. This 

is not surprising, since the monument stands in a physical and conceptual 

landscape of war memorials. The mounted Confederate general Wade Hamp-

ton looks across the lawn at the African American History Monument, per-

haps to his discomfi ture as Dwight noted, but also in a way that demands 

response from the newer monument. The march of progress on the African 

American monument reminds one not only of Saint- Gaudens’s Shaw Memo-

rial but of the bronze Confederate soldiers marching around the collar of the 

Confederate memorial in Montgomery or the terra- cotta Union soldiers who 

encircle the Pension Building in Washington (see fi g. 13). When Americans 

think of struggle and sacrifi ce, they seem unable to think in any other than 

military terms.

Equally unsurprising is the emphasis on positive thinking and uplift. It 

seems obligatory for monument builders to stress that they have “the chil-

dren” in mind. Fund- raiser John Rainey spoke of his hopes for what the Co-

lumbia monument would mean to “future generations.” Journalists dutifully 

report children’s reactions to new memorials. “It’s cool,” one eight- year- old 

summed up the African American History Monument. Uplift means that 

struggle can only be shown as endless, confl ict- free progress.36

The historical narrative of the Columbia monument is overlaid with ele-

ments of romantic cultural essentialism expressed as an idealized and uni-

tary conception of Africans and African Americans. This is a phenomenon 

that is not unique to black popular culture; it is common among emerging 

nations and ethnic groups in the industrializing world. Most newly industri-

alized nations, for example, experience an architectural era in which ideal-

ized forms from their preindustrial past are set forth conveying the “real” 

character of the people. The Colonial Revival in America, which began at 

about the time of the Centennial celebration of 1876 and which remains 

strong in American culture, is a pertinent example. Pre- Revolutionary Anglo- 

American architectural garb cloaks everything from tract houses to churches 

to banks and courthouses, creating a kind of imaginary and unifi ed ancestral 
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homeland. As a group, these buildings suggest that the culture’s fi nest char-

acteristics and most important values antedate industry and immigration. 

Moreover, the early proponents of the Colonial Revival saw it as an extension 

of the Renaissance in Europe, which they viewed as the high point of human 

civilization.37

Ancestral homelands in the United States are not restricted to dominant 

groups such as the Anglo- Americans of the late- nineteenth- century United 

States. Many minorities and newcomers have also used idealized architec-

tures of their homes to establish cultural legitimacy in a new land. Italians 

built Baroque churches. Chinese merchants operated from ersatz pagodas. 

Black Americans had to confront a much more systematic and virulent cam-

paign to exclude them than other groups, as well to refute the assumption 

that the Middle Passage and slavery eradicated any cultural memories that 

they might possess, so the process of cultural essentialization was similar but 

not identical to that among other Americans. Since the late nineteenth cen-

tury, African Americans have wrestled with the nature and relevance of their 

relationship to Africa. Like those white Americans who saw in their ancestors’ 

colonial buildings glimpses of the Renaissance, African American thinkers 

wanted to fi nd in their own practices a refl ection of ancestral glories. The poet 

Langston Hughes worked a steamer to West Africa in 1923, partly to fi nd his 

roots. When he told the locals that American blacks had the same problems 

they did, they laughed and told him that he was a white man. Eventually 

Hughes decided that there was no signifi cant connection between the old 

world and his own. Others as diverse as the African Methodist Episcopal bish-

op Henry McNeal Turner, the conservative black nationalist Marcus Garvey, 

black practitioners of various forms of Islam, and contemporary Afrocentric 

scholars have all worked on the same problem, coming to varied conclusions. 

Some have argued that Africa was once the home of great kingdoms and civ-

ilizations to which African Americans are heirs. Although they are now weak-

ened, these great cultures will rise again. Others see Africa, and particularly 

Egypt, as the root of many aspects of Western culture traditionally credited 

to Europe. In black popular culture, the idea that Egypt was a “black” civiliza-

tion and perhaps the real source of European culture leads to the widespread 

use of obelisks such as that at the Columbia monument as a sign of the claim 

(fi g. 52).38

Both Dwight’s evocation of a circular African village and his use of an 

obelisk and of stones from Africa partake of these essentialized notions of a 

pan- African culture. Not all Africans, even in the areas from which Africans 
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were brought to South Carolina, lived in circu-

lar houses or villages. But in contrast to the 

dominant use of rectilinear forms in the Euro- 

American landscape, the circle acts as a marker 

of nonwhiteness. As for the obelisk, it is not 

clear that Dwight meant to use it in explicit as-

sertion of Afrocentric claims but he accepted 

the general popular belief that it is an “African” 

form. The African stones add little to the power 

of the narrative, since they tell us little about 

the geology or cultural landscape of the four 

African regions, nor do they add to the mes-

sage of the monument as a whole, but they are 

credited with giving the African origins of 

black South Carolinians a palpability that a 

map or a phrase cannot.

In short, the African American History 

Monument uses two different, possibly incompatible, strategies to achieve its 

purpose. One is a historical narrative rooted in the specifi cs of the black expe-

rience in South Carolina. The silences and censored passages of the narrative 

remove it from its historical context, however, into the realm of dual heritag-

es, balanced against, but not directly acknowledging, the Confederate memo-

rial to the north and Wade Hampton and Strom Thurmond to the south. The 

AAHMC insisted that the fl ag and the monument, the celebration of the Con-

federacy and the celebration of black history, were separate issues, but the 

public was not willing to accept that fi ction. The second strategy is the roman-

ticized pan- Africanism that creates another type of separation, one that lo-

cates all that is fundamental to the African American experience in preslav-

ery Africa and in those aspects of African culture that survived in South 

Carolina. Perhaps the dual strategy allows black viewers to approach the his-

torical narrative with a visceral sense of their fundamental unity. This was 

suggested by some descriptions of the ideal experience of the monument: 

moved by contact with “Africa” in the form of the stones and by a sense of the 

horrors endured, as depicted in the plan of the slave ship, one would be pre-

pared to empathize with the images in the bronze panels. It is equally likely 

that the dual strategies represent an effort to meet the monument program’s 

dual demands that the monument express both continuity and change, tra-

dition and history.

Fig. 52. Obelisk, Shot Caller Records, 
Savannah, Georgia. Photo: Dell Upton.
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It is also possible to argue that the two strategies undercut each other. If 

this is true, it is because the African American History Monument follows a 

pattern set by many contemporary monuments of all sorts: it tries to say too 

much. Dwight told one reporter that “the memorial ain’t big enough. . . . It 

should be monstrous.” The desire to encompass everything is also a desire to 

control viewers’ understanding of the events depicted. Distrusting visual 

metaphors or narratives, monument designers and their clients attempt to 

say everything, to overdetermine their messages through heavy- handed im-

agery, long inscriptions, and explanatory pamphlets, turning them into ten-

dentious museum exhibits. As at the Columbia monument, this often results 

in lessening the impact of an otherwise eloquent work. It is a trap into which 

even the best monuments fall. The African American History Monument is 

certainly one of those.39
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There is no such thing as Negro History or Jewish History or Chinese History in the 
sense of isolated contributions. The relations and interrelations of races, the close 
communication of peoples, and the widespread diffusion of ideas have made it 
necessary for one group so to depend upon the other and so to profi t by the achieve-
ments of the other that it is diffi cult to have any particular history ear- marked.

—CARTER G. WOODSON, THE STORY OF THE NEGRO RETOLD, 1928

In recent years, memorials to the broader sweep of African American history, 

of which South Carolina’s African American History Monument is the most 

elaborate, have become increasingly common and may eventually overshad-

ow the civil rights monuments. For the moment these works offer a fresh 

chance to rethink memorial strategies, yet they, too, are limited by the same 

problems of visual language and political circumscription. Even more than 

the civil rights memorials, they are constrained by the myth of dual heritage, 

of separate black and white histories. A few recent exceptions suggest what 

might be said.

Perhaps the most unexpected is also to be found at South Carolina’s state 

capitol. It is a monument to Strom Thurmond, the former governor, senator, 

Dixiecrat presidential candidate, and staunch segregationist until it was no 

longer politically expedient to be one. In 1998, as plans for the African Amer-

ican History Monument were getting under way, planning also began for a 

monument to Thurmond, then approaching his hundredth birthday. The 

chair of the planning committee was also a member of the African American 

History Monument Commission, while the Thurmond committee also in-

cluded African American senator Kay Patterson, a longtime advocate of civil 

rights in the South Carolina legislature, and Senator Jake Knotts, who had at-

tempted to derail the African American History Monument in the pursuit of 

various right- wing goals. Knotts said the monument would “recognize the 

great statesman that [Thurmond] is.”1

CHAPTER 6 {WHAT MIGHT BE SAID
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The statue itself, a full- length portrait fi gure, is unremarkable and undis-

tinguished. Thurmond stands between the state house and the Confederate 

Women’s Monument, striding south. It is the inscription that is notable. In 

keeping with nearly all contemporary monuments, which are publicly sanc-

tioned but privately funded, the pedestal lists the names of the members of 

the offi cial Strom Thurmond Monument Commission as well as those of the 

corporations that underwrote the project. It records the long succession of 

public offi ces that Thurmond held during his life. It also takes note of Thur-

mond’s private life, and at the bottom of the west panel he is described as the 

father of four children, who are named.

Thurmond died shortly after the monument was dedicated, and not long 

after his death it was revealed that he had a fi fth child, Essie Mae Washington- 

Williams. She was in fact his fi rst, conceived by Thurmond in 1925 with an 

African American maid who worked for his family. The revelation should not 

have been surprising in the light of Southern history, particularly that of 

the early twentieth century. What was more startling was the reaction of 

Thurmond’s other children, who quickly accepted Washington- Williams’s 

claim.2

Even more notable was the Thurmond family’s request that the state 

legislature add Washington- Williams’s name to the Thurmond monument. 

In July 2004, a little over a year after Thurmond’s death, the inscription 

was changed (fig. 53). The line “FATHER OF FOUR CHILDREN” was altered by 

crudely filling the word FOUR and replacing it with FIVE. Essie Mae’s name 

was added as a line under the names of the other four children, a placement 

that she did not fail to note, although she said she was glad to be there 

at all.3

The crude alteration, still visible a decade later, and even the placement 

of Washington- Williams’s name below those of the white children, are highly 

appropriate and, perhaps, intentional. In a much less qualifi ed manner than 

the offi cial memorials to African American history do, the altered Thurmond 

monument acknowledges the unity of Southern history. It does so not by sup-

pressing issues of confl ict or domination, as the African American History 

Monument a few yards away does, but in a matter- of- fact manner. This is not 

to say that the Thurmond inscription solves the problem, answers all the 

questions, or lays the issue to rest. Among other things, it is silent on the 

nature of the relationship that produced Essie Mae, on the reasons she would 

have to be added after the fact, and on the tensions between Thurmond’s 

racist politics and his personal relationships. Yet it does open the door for 
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thinking of Southern history in a more holistic way. Two other recent monu-

ments do better.4

Salisbury, North Carolina’s Freedman’s Cemetery lies on the downhill corner 

of a block that divides predominantly black and predominantly white neigh-

borhoods in the city. Old English (formerly Oak Grove) Cemetery is adjacent 

to it on the uphill side. It holds the graves of many of the town’s white wor-

thies, including Revolutionary soldiers, Confederate offi cers, politicians, and 

merchants. As was common in the South, African Americans were buried in 

a separate section of the cemetery. In 1842, William Gay left money in his will 

to build a wooden fence to separate whites’ graves from blacks’. Thirteen 

years later that fence was replaced by the granite wall that still separates the 

two. The white section became a carefully tended object of veneration even 

as the black section was left to decay. People continued to be buried in Freed-

man’s Cemetery, even as bits and pieces were nibbled away over the years for 

development projects and street improvements. The last markers—most 

probably made of wood or of unshaped, unlettered rocks—had disappeared 

by 1940, and the cemetery was largely forgotten.5

In 1998, Waterworks Visual Arts Center, a local arts organization, initiat-

ed a public art project to mark the site and to protect it from further violation. 

The core of the project comprises nine stones that were removed from the 

nineteenth- century wall segregating Freedman’s Cemetery from Old English 

Fig. 53. Strom Thurmond (William Behrends, 1999), South Carolina State House Grounds, 
Columbia. Detail of inscription. Photo: Dell Upton.
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Cemetery, the blocks scattered across the grass on the Freedman’s side as 

though the wall had been forcefully burst open. Artist Jerome Meadows and 

art historian David Driskell were selected for the project, but they withdrew 

in 2003. They proposed to make a 20- foot breach in the wall and to remove a 

single 160- foot course of capping stones, which would have been incorporat-

ed into a memorial. The demolition appears to have been a source of conten-

tion, along with unspecifi ed elements that the local historic preservation 

commissioner viewed as “conveying a false sense of history in the future, and 

[losing] a portion of the story that the wall tells.”6

The final Oak Grove Freedman’s Cemetery Memorial (2006) was de-

signed by artist Maggie Smith and the Raleigh landscape- architecture fi rm of 

Reynolds and Jewell (fi g. 54). It was presented to the local historical preserva-

tion commission for approval with the assurance that the opening in the wall 

would be much smaller—10 feet wide in the initial scheme—without the 

lowering of the wall by removal of the additional, 160- foot capping course. 

Opponents continued to describe the opening of the wall as a “violation.” 

Clyde Overcash argued that “a cemetery is sacred ground and should be re-

spected” and that any alteration of the grounds or the markers was a crime. 

In an echo of the controversy surrounding New Orleans’s white supremacy 

Fig. 54. Oak Grove Freedman’s Cemetery Memorial (Maggie Smith with Reynolds and Jewell, 
Landscape Architects, 2006), Salisbury, North Carolina. View of wall breech. Photo: Dell Upton.
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monument, some white Salisburians objected to removing even 10 feet of 

the wall as a violation of historic preservation ordinances. Proponents of the 

project argued that state laws protecting cemeteries had been violated even 

more grievously when special legislation permitted the city to widen West 

Liberty Street, removing some Freedman’s Cemetery graves in the process.7

As usual, there was more to the design than the simple opening. An in-

scription listed those among the nearly 150 people buried in the Freedman’s 

Cemetery whose names were known, appropriately rescuing them from ano-

nymity. The plot was surrounded by a low granite retaining wall along North 

Church Street and a granite- veneered concrete retaining wall along West Lib-

erty Street that was built in 1983 when the street was widened (fi g. 55). These 

walls were engraved with uplifting quotations by prominent fi gures from Af-

rican American history, although the choices were a little less pusillanimous 

than in most such monuments. Last, the intersection of North Church and West 

Liberty Streets was repaved using a “West African textile motif.” A “local histo-

rian” objected to the paving pattern on the grounds that it was “out of context” 

with the period of the cemetery. A memorial committee member responded 

that because the area around the cemetery was once all- black, the textile pat-

tern was “very much in order because it would attest to what used to be there.”8

Although it was somewhat obscured by the requisite elements of uplift 

and by African American cultural essentialism, the opening of the wall at Oak 

Grove Freedman’s Cemetery Memorial was a powerful gesture that suggest-

ed the reconnection of white and black histories into a single account. Oppo-

sition to the breach, expressed in terms of “violation,” suggests the discom-

fort occasioned by the prospect. One former member of the memorial 

committee appeared before the historic preservation commission to ask that 

its approval be withheld. He believed that although the project was meant to 

“unify the people of Salisbury,” it was “bringing animosity” instead, and that 

the commission “should not approve something that not everyone is in favor 

of.”9 The city’s ambivalence is eloquently revealed by the current state of the 

memorial. In August 2013, the scattered stones were pushed back against the 

wall from which they had been removed and the grass was unkempt, while 

that in Old English Cemetery was neatly trimmed. The visual effect of the 

memorial has been reduced to one of casual neglect similar to that from 

which the project was intended to rescue Freedman’s Cemetery.

Despite a clumsy title that refl ects the overloaded agendas of many contem-

porary memorials, Our Peace—Follow the Drinking Gourd; Memorial to the 



Fig. 55. Oak Grove Freedman’s Cemetery Memorial before it was allowed to deteriorate. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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Enslaved, near Nashville, Tennessee, pushes even farther beyond dual heri-

tage than the Oak Grove Freedman’s Memorial, although that was not the in-

tention of any of its creators. Near the Hermitage, which was Andrew Jack-

son’s plantation and is now a museum dedicated to him, developers began in 

2000 to grade a tract known to contain a Native American burial site, expos-

ing several graves. Work was halted by legal injunction, and 360 ancient 

burials, representing ten thousand years of occupation, were revealed. After 

relocation of the Native remains and the expansion of the site in 2006, 63 

more burials of people ranging from one to forty- fi ve years of age, arrayed in 

family groups, were discovered. These were the graves of enslaved people 

held on property owned by nephews of Rachel Donelson, Jackson’s wife.10

The Ladies’ Hermitage Association agreed to rebury the remains at the 

nineteenth- century church on the museum’s property, where members of 

the Donelson family had also been reinterred. The remains of the enslaved 

people were placed in a single grave, but each person was buried in a sepa-

rate container. The association also decided to form a committee “consisting 

of the descendants of the enslaved individuals and leaders of the African- 

American community to determine the proper way to memorialize these in-

dividuals.” According to those involved in the process, that consultation never 

occurred. Instead, under the auspices of the Arts Commission of Nashville, 

the Hermitage undertook a competition to create an appropriate memorial 

for the site.11

Aaron Lee Benson won the commission with a proposal that envisioned 

a hundred- foot circle of thirty Adirondack crab apple trees and an inner ring, 

about eighty feet across, made of thirty large Tennessee boulders. A low stone 

wall would cover the bodies, which had already been buried before the com-

petition was held (fi g. 56). The trees and stones together would represent the 

sixty- odd people interred there. Benson imagined the trees as living entities 

that bridged the centuries between the lives of the enslaved people buried 

within the circle and the present and that would “represent giving of life to 

individuals once marginalized.” The stones would ensure that the message 

would not be lost: “Thousands of years after we are gone these stones will 

still speak clearly what you have decided was worthy of saying.” A Tennessee 

fi eldstone wall covering the grave “dissects the piece as representational of 

how slavery and the civil war fought to abolish it dissects the history of Amer-

ica.” There would also be a smaller stone circle tangential to the main one 

containing a single weeping willow tree meant to symbolize regret at the 

wrongs of slavery. “On a contemporary level and speaking to future citizens 
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it is symbolic of our commitment to reconciliation and restoration of all 

human and civil rights.” Responding to the original program, Benson 

described his work as a space of contemplation.12

While the design was being refi ned, newly appointed Hermitage CEO 

Howard J. Kittell demanded the removal of the circle of trees on the grounds 

that it would block the view of the church. As Benson drove home afterward, 

he relates, he spotted the North Star and thought that it would be interesting 

to make stars part of the design. He remembered stories of how escaped 

slaves used the Little Dipper as a navigational device and learned of the song 

“Follow the Drinking Gourd,” which referred to that practice. Within twenty- 

four hours, the sculptor had devised a new scheme where seven trees would 

be planted inside the stone circle in the form of the Dipper, with the tree in 

the smaller circle representing the North Star.13

As the design was developed, the memorial’s tone changed. The original 

proposal spoke of the profound sins of slavery, which resulted in national divi-

sion, the Civil War, and the violation of human rights. An undated PowerPoint 

presentation that the artist made before Hermitage authorities included the 

line, “We are here to make, once and for all, a declarative statement, WE WERE 

Fig. 56. Our Peace—Follow the Drinking Gourd; Memorial to the Enslaved (Aaron Lee 
Benson, 2009), Hermitage Church, Nashville, Tennessee. Dry- laid wall covering burials. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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WRONG!” By the time Our Peace was dedicated, Benson’s artist’s statement, 

while retaining the interpretation of the wall over the graves as a reference to 

the divisions of the Civil War and slavery, declared that the work “was not con-

ceived nor will it be built to make a civil, political, cultural or religious state-

ment on slavery.” Instead, the message now emphasized the standard theme 

of uplift: Our Peace would be “a singular declaration of our greater hopes, of a 

renewing of our faith in one another.”14

At the same time, glimpses of dual- heritage mythology entered into of-

fi cial dicta and into the reception of the memorial. Hermitage vice president 

Marsha Mullin told a reporter, “We decided to make it a memorial to all the 

people who had ever been enslaved, not just these particular individuals.” 

When the monument was dedicated, it was embedded in an ahistorical, ge-

nerically African American ceremony that included drummers, reenactors 

from the Thirteenth United States Colored Troops Living History Association, 

choirs, and an exhibition of quilts. Annual remembrances are held during 

Black History Month.15

Nevertheless, Our Peace escapes the bonds of dual heritage through its 

powerful formal qualities. Benson’s circle of large, crudely shaped stones 

closely resembles a Neolithic stone circle (fi g. 57). The low, dry- laid stone wall 

that covers the grave is off- center and only partly crosses the circle from east 

to west, creating a tension that denies a clichéd closure or false balance. The 

durability and crude form of the circle of stones when compared to the fragil-

ity and ultimate ephemerality of the living trees also encodes a religious 

message for the sculptor, a preacher’s son with a “strong Christian faith.” In 

an interview, Benson stressed his sense of the sacredness of the grave and of 

the site generally. He sought to treat the site with the dignity that he had ex-

perienced at the most “sincere” of the many funerals he had attended with 

his father, and to acknowledge the equality of life and death among all peo-

ple. Although the trees he originally proposed to encircle the stones might 

have conveyed the relation between life and eternity more effectively, the 

power of the visual images obscures the generic reference to the lore of slav-

ery embodied in the drinking gourd. At this early stage in the trees’ growth, 

their confi guration is readily overlooked by those who do not read the text on 

an adjacent sign.16

The power of Our Peace arises from a sense of human dignity that tran-

scends the essentialist narratives of dual heritage. At the same time, it also 

achieves a historical complexity that similarly evades the dual- heritage mon-

uments. Our Peace shares the churchyard with a small number of Donelson 



Fig. 57. Our Peace. Photo: Dell Upton.
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family burials that were moved from the family’s private holdings and with 

a cemetery for residents of a Confederate old soldiers’ home that once stood 

nearby (fi gs. 58, 59). The three plots lie slightly apart from one another, but 

Our Peace weaves them together by virtue its visual qualities. The people bur-

ied under the stone wall are interred individually, but in a common grave and 

under a common, uninscribed marker. The Confederates are also buried in a 

circle, but each lies under an individual marker. The stones are identical, in 

the spirit of the common soldier memorials, and they face a central monu-

ment celebrating the Confederate cause. The Donelsons, elite, slaveholding 

white Southerners, are buried in rows under highly individualized, even idio-

syncratic, markers that suggest distinct selves whose personhood was not 

subsumed by a greater authority, whether it be the Southern Rebellion or the 

Peculiar Institution. The reverberating differentials of race, status, personal 

identity, and social role are affecting without the need for written interpre-

tation or the overlay of myth. The relations among the three burial sites visu-

alize the complexities of Southern history as a single, tangled story. In this 

way Our Peace evades the trap of dual heritage.

What Can and Can’t Be Said began as a study of civil rights memorials, stimu-

lated by the admiration I had for the people and transformations of the mid- 

Fig. 58. Donelson family graves, Hermitage Church, Nashville, Tennessee. Photo: Dell Upton.
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twentieth century. That was too simple a motivation. While it is unreason-

able to claim that there is no connection between the civil rights movement 

and the civil rights monuments, that connection is complex and sometimes 

elusive. The complexity of the freedom struggle revealed by recent scholars 

is rarely refl ected in the memorials. They tend to focus on the familiar fi gures 

and iconic events that make up the canonical popular history of the move-

ment that has congealed over the past half century. They rarely challenge us 

to reimagine the movement in new ways. At the same time, memories of the 

civil rights era give the memorials a living power. As their builders strive to 

assert a black presence in Southern society and the Southern landscape, the 

movement reminds us that it is possible for a determined grassroots effort to 

overcome major inequities, even while others remain to be confronted. In 

that sense, monument building is an integral part of a new, less dramatic 

phase of a movement that was so powerful at midcentury.

As I studied the monuments, I also came to see them as memorials to a 

second Civil War. In addition to trivial coincidences, such as the culmination 

of both in the sixties of their respective centuries, both the Civil War and civil 

rights activism constituted fundamental confl icts over the role of race in 

American society, both resulting in major but incomplete transformations of 

Fig. 59. Confederate Home graves, Hermitage Church, Nashville, Tennessee. 
Photo: Dell Upton.
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politics and society. From a purely sculptural point of view, the heyday of 

both Civil War monument building and civil rights monument building came 

about fi fty years after the most dramatic events, as veterans of the confl icts 

aged and began to seek recognition. Furthermore, as we have seen, the count-

less Confederate memorials throughout the South serve as the inescapable 

context of and challenge to the newer generation of monuments that address 

the black American presence. It is not possible to ignore the older monuments 

in imagining and siting the newer ones. While the juxtaposition of both 

groups may appear to support the dual- heritage mythology, it seems to me 

that it in fact exposes the insupportable tension that underlies that fi ction. 

The Confederate memorials and the late- nineteenth- century memorials to 

white supremacist politicians, many of whom were themselves veterans of 

the Confederate military, stand as rejections of the promise of full citizenship 

that the Civil War held out to its citizens of African descent. The movement 

from civil rights memorials to African American history monuments and, 

fi nally, to memorials such as those in Salisbury and at the Hermitage imply a 

renewed promise: that the remnant of white supremacy that still pollutes 

American politics will eventually be scrapped, along with its monuments. 

This can never happen, however, as long as all parties cling to the illusions of 

dual heritage and to the desire for uplift, without acknowledging the long, 

bloody history of race in the United States before and after emancipation.
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{APPEN DIX

Caroline County, Virginia, 
Multicultural Monument 

Inscriptions

[1]

Caroline Religious Society of Friends
Established 1739

Known as Quakers, the Caroline Friends were pioneers in the County’s 
frontier wilderness who were distinguished in the development of social and 
economic ideals signifi cant to the county, state and nation.

Early social inventions such as economic development, banking, insurance 
and fixed prices for commodities were among those established within the 
County by the Caroline Friends. Their practices in social justice and human rights 
including the right of religious freedom, women’s voting rights and condemna-
tion of slaveholding, were among exemplary ideals they embraced.

In their meetinghouse at Golansville on May 9, 1767, the Caroline Friends, 
together with the Cedar Creek Friends Meeting of Hanover, undertook the fi rst or-
ganized movement in the Virginia Colony to abolish slavery, forever marking their 
place in American history.

[2]

The fi rst African- American slaves were brought to Caroline County around 
1700. Few records were kept of their existence, except for their status and value as 
property and the occasional brush with the law. Many slaves of Caroline County 
were executed for their participation in slave uprisings or rebellions, while others 
were rewarded by their slave master for their loyalty and betrayal of their slave 
brothers and sisters.

Slave labor cleared the vast wilderness Caroline once was and built huge to-
bacco plantations and palatial mansions. Tobacco was the main crop of the County 
at that time. There were, however, only three small trading centers in Caroline, 
two of which were located on the Rappahannock River. Slave labor was used in the 
road- building program to unite the three districts and furnish the planters with an 
overland road to the Rappahannock.

Caroline County was home to a few free African- Americans who prospered 
quite well. Some were granted their freedom, while others were born free. Most 
free men were skilled craftsmen, such as blacksmiths, coachbuilders, etc.

Slaves participated in the Civil War in support of the Union Army. At the end 
of the war, Caroline County supported growth and prosperity. People of color 
became landowners, entrepreneurs and government offi cials.
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[3]

Dedicated to the history, culture and heritage of the African- American citizens 
of Caroline County. African- American citizens of Caroline overcame slavery and 
other forms of prejudice to make many signifi cant contributions to the County, the 
Commonwealth of Virginia and the United States of America. Pioneers in the fi elds 
of government, education, civil rights and religion include:

• Lorenzo Boxley and Luther Morris—First African- American Members of the 
Board of Supervisors

• Christine Tillman—First Female African- American Member of the Board of 
Supervisors

• Harvey Latney, Jr.—First African- American Commonwealth’s Attorney
• Luther Morris—First African- American Clerk of the Circuit Court
• Chester Sizer—First African- American Member of the School Board
• Stanley Jones—First African- American Superintendent of Schools
• Reverend R. W. Young, Reverend A. P. Young and the Caroline Baptist Sunday 

School Union who founded and built Union High School (which now serves 
as the Caroline County Community Services Center)

• Reverend L. L. Davis—First Principal of Caroline Training School (former 
Union High School)

• James Shelby Guss—First African- American Director of Instruction for the 
Virginia Education Association and First African- American to serve on the 
Board of Directors for the Rappahannock Electric Cooperative

• Ed Ragland—First African- American State Director for the Farmer’s Home 
Administration

• Mildred Loving, who along with her husband Richard, helped strike down 
laws prohibiting interracial marriage in the United States

[4]

The Peopling of Caroline County
When English settlers arrived at Jamestown, Virginia in 1607, the area that 

later became Caroline County was occupied by seven tribes of Native Ameri-
cans—the Pamunkeys, Mattaponys, Youngtamunds, Secobees, Nantangtacunds, 
Mannohcos and the Dogues.

The fi rst European to explore the area now called Caroline County was Cap-
tain John Smith, within a year after he landed at Jamestown. The earliest mer-
chants were English, but by the mid 18th century, the Scottish arrived and were 
joined by French merchants at the end of the century.

Jews arrived during colonial times and by the time Caroline became a county, 
the Irish had established businesses in the County. Germans operated businesses 
in the County in the latter part of the 19th century and persons of Italian descent 
were among the fi rst settlers in the Port Royal area, even before the establishment 
of the County.

After 1685, Huguenots left France, fl ed to England and later settled in Caro-
line County. The 20th century ushered in many changes in the population of the 
County. In 1908, a number of Slovaks arrived from Pennsylvania and New Jersey 
and settled on depleted land in the upper part of Caroline. Following the world 
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wars of the 20th century, Caroline saw settlers from many nations and every 
continent.

History has brought together the people of Caroline County from many 
diverse cultures, and in ways as different as the people who comprise our 
community. What we once saw dimly as differences, we now see clearly as diver-
sity. Mutual understanding derived from unique experiences is the strength 
of Caroline.



This page intentionally left blank 



217

AAHMC African American History Monument Commission (Columbia, SC)
AAMA African American Monument Association (Savannah, GA)
ADAH Alabama Division of Archives and History
AJC Atlanta Journal- Constitution
BAH Birmingham Age- Herald
BN Birmingham News
BPH Birmingham Post- Herald
BPL Birmingham Public Library
CS The State (Columbia, SC)
FLS Free Lance- Star (Fredericksburg, VA)
JCL Clarion- Ledger (Jackson, MS)
MA Montgomery Advertiser
NAACP National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
ND Neshoba Democrat (Philadelphia, MS)
NOPL New Orleans Public Library
NYT New York Times
RMT Rocky Mount Telegram
RNO Raleigh News and Observer
RTD Richmond Times- Dispatch
SCLC Southern Christian Leadership Conference
SCV Sons of Confederate Veterans
SMN Savannah Morning News
STJ Selma Times- Journal
TP Times- Picayune (New Orleans)
UDC United Daughters of the Confederacy
WP Washington Post

{ABBREVIATIONS
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