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BILACK MEMORY AND PRDGHRESS OF THE RACE

LATB-NINETRENTH~CENTURY BLACKS commonly referred to the
era of slavery as a kind of historical void, a long dark night of denial and fucl-
ity. For many this artitude flew in the face of experience and memory.
Freedpeople knew thac they had lived useful, creative lives; they could see
what they had built and remember what they had imagined. For many, theix
faith reminded them that they were forever part of a purposeful history.
Many others had to face a past they could never come to terms with, a forma-
tive experience that may have impoverished their minds and ravaged their
bodies. Remembering slavery was, thus, a i)aradoﬂcal memory: it was a
world of real experience, one complicated by relationships with whites that
were both horrible and endearing and enriched or craumatized by their own
farnily and communicy relations. Slavery was also 2 collective racial experi-
ence in which it was difficult to rake pride when the larger society looked on
with so much amusement and contempt. Indeed, any perusal of the heart-
rending advertisements in black newspapers by the 1880s for loved ones sepa-
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rated from families-during slavery or the war demonstrates both the vicalicy
and the destruction of family life. Looking back was not easy, but it was also
unavoidable.

The emotional legacy in the personal advertisements was one of loss. The
search for kin in newspapers began even before the war ended. In the sum-
mer of 1865, the national black paper, the Christian Recorder, ran numerous
appeals demonstrating that slavery and emancipation bad caused a new dias-
porz. Wridng from Crawsfordsville, Indiana, Elizabeth Ann Jackson sought
the whereabours of two sisters and two brothers Jast seen in Virginia. Sold
away from Virginia to New Orleans ten years before, Hannah Cole hoped to
find her son, John, “che only child I have and I desire to find him much.”»
Sale and separation dominated the memories of many ex-slaves seeking their
lost families.

By the 1880s, many freedpeople still desperately searched and waited.
Thomas Cooper wrore from New Jersey, hoping for news of his mother, fas
ther, two brothers, two sisters, and his only daughter. In the chaos of the war,
he had last seen his daughcer in Kentucky and recollected that the rest of his
family had been “sold in Virginia by William Goult.” Many who submitted
these notices could remember precise details of masters, traders, buyers, and
locations in the South. They remembered many facts, but had no control
over fate. Celia Poole of Iowa could name her owners and buyers through
more than cwenty years of haze, but she was left only wo write: “When quite
young, ] was sold with my mother and brother Aaron to traders. My mother
was sold again soon after leaving home. Since then I bave never heard of her.”
Searching for her mother in 1880, another woman's plea reflected her name:
separated from her mother in 1852, she “was sold to 2 speculator by the name
of Alex Hopkin and was brought to Georgia [from North Carolina] . . . my
name is Patience.”

In 1881, Albert Butes of Brooklyn, New York, still advertised for his
brother, William. “We parted at the battle of Andetam,” wrote Alberr, in 2
war memory oddly out of place amidst the soldiers’ reminiscences of the
1880s. Thousands of black women spent their aging lives trying to reassemble
lost families distocated by emancipation’s diaspora. The Buues brothers, prob-
ably camp hands or grevediggers for the Union forces, no doubr had many
war stories to tell. Bur no major magazine solicired the tales of many
freedpeople and black war veterans. If they had, the culture of reconciliaton
raking hold in the 1880s might have included the epic of emancipation. That
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epic would be uncovered nearly a century later in scholatship and by the re-
discovery of slave narrarives.?? But as Blue-Gray fraternalism grew in popular-
ity, no such undessranding of the effects of slavery and emancipation on'Afri-
can Americans penetrated the historical consciousness of most Americans.
The names, places, and unrequited hopes expressed in freedmen’s adver-
tisements provide a glimpse of how ordinary black individuals and families
ptivately, as well as publicly, rejected the plantation legend. As Thomas Nel-
son Page’s and Joe! Chandler Harris's endearing uncles narrated story after
story of slave loyalty and nostalgia for the Old South, black sutvivors of slav-
ery named the names of “specularors” who had sold them and their kin into 2
deeper South. It was America's national tragedy that the memories of slavery
that were popularized and sold in the Jast decades of the nineteenth cenrury
were the romantic fantasies of dialect writers, not the acrual remembrance of
ex-slaves themselves. Unfortunately, stories of slave sales, of displaced black
migrants seeking new lives in new places, of the deprivation and humiliation
of slavery, did not sell in a culture eager to purchase tales of reunion and sol-
diers’ glory. How could a nation reunify itself by telling ics epic through the
experience of slavery and its consequences? Far better to root the new na-
tional narrative in 2 heritage of murual heroisra and in yearning for a lost civ:
ilization crushed by industrialization and an unavoidable war. To this day, at
the beginning of the twenty-first century, much-of Civil War nostalgia is still
rooted in the fareful memory choices made in the latrer two decades of the
nineteenth cepnury. As the Christian Recorder put it in 1890, “the poetry of
the “Blue and the Gray’ is much more accepeable than the song of the black
and the white.”” - o
By the 1880s and 1890s, North or South, in a city or in a sharecropper’s
shack, where did most African Americans look for a safe haven in the past?
Wherte could they find themselves a part of some uplifting history in the age
of Progress? In what narrative did they root their fragile cicizenship? What
American story could they own? For many, looking back into the past forced
an encounter with the shame of slavery. In an age that exalted self-made busi-
ness' titans, when Christianity seressed personal responsibiliry, and in a cul-
ture riven by theories of inherent racial characreristics, blacks carried the
stigma of bondage. When Tourgée wrote in 1888 of blacks facing a slave pasc
of “only darkness replete with unimaginable hotrors,” he only echoed 2 dis-
course well under way among blacks themselves. Bondage had left the collec-
tive . “injury of slavery,” said Christian Recosder edivor Benjamin Tanner in
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1878. “The very remembrance of our experience is hideous,” In 1887, Tanner’s
paper ran a poem, “Keep Our of the Past,” by Emma Wheeler Wilcox, which
had an u_nrnistakable meaning for blacks:

Keep ouc of the past! for its highways .
" Are damp with raalarial gloom.
Its gardens are sere, and its forests ‘ate drear,
And everywhere moulders a tomb . ..

Keep out of the past! Tt is haunted.
He who in its avenues gropes

‘Shall find there the ghost of a joy prized the most,
And a skcleton throng of dead hopes. . .

Keep out of the past! It is lonely
And basren and bleak to the view,

Its fires have grown cold and its stories are old,
Turn, rurn o the present, the new!

Hence, in a thousand settings, from magazine arricles 1o sermons, from
emanciparion exhibitions to anniversaries, and in private communication,
many blacks tended to consider slavery as an American prehiscory that was
painful to revisit. As the black sociologist Kelly Miller put it, “in order wo
measure . . . progress, we need a knowledge of the scarting-point as well as 2
fixed standard of caleulation. We may say thar the Negro began at the zero
point, with nothing to his credir but the crude physical discipline of slav-
ery.”¥ With this notion of emancipation as the zerv poins of group develop-
ment, blacks risked reflection on their past and measured their progress.
Among the remarkable range of memories recalled in interviews with
ex-slaves conducted in the twentieth century are many expressions of the
sheer agony of remembering slavery at all. Delia Gaslic, who had been sold
several times and enslaved in three states, told of the sale of her “babies” to
“specularors.” “T could tell you "bour it 2ll day, but even den you couldn’s
guess de awfulness of it.” Some former slaves may have exordised their anger
in the act of reconstructing their memories. “I's hear tell of dem good slave
days,” said a Texan, Jenny Proctor, “but L aint nev'r seen no good times den.”
Her story was one of scparation from kin and “cotton parch” labor. Born
around 1858, Sarah Wooden Johnson of Petersburg, Virginia, wondered why
her inverviewer, Susie Byrd (also black), wanted to know so much of her past.
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“Now don'’t ax me no mo’ "bour dat,” Sarah admonished Susie. “Whar in de
world is you gwine do wid all dis here longy, longy go stuff . . .? Ha, ha, ha.
Say you is writin’ hist’ry? A slave ain't had no-say so of his own il de 'render
[surrender] come and he was sot free. Gloty, glory gal! . . . Dac’s back stuff
honey. Dis here is new time. Let dac be,” Angry or painful memories are not
the same thing as shame. Indeed, it is difficult o know when ex-slaves felt
shame or when they merely exhibited 2 stoical disposition to nor look back-
ward. In ex-slave memory, one finds expressions of shame somerimes mixed
with conservarive nostalgia and incraracial contempr. Former North Carolina
house servant Sarah Debro looked back at age ninery and declared: “My folks
don’t want me 1o talk abour slavery, they’s shame niggers ever was slaves. Bur,
while for most colored folks freedom is the best, they's still some niggers that
ought to be slaves now.” Debro seems never to have abandoned her sense of
class distincrion as handmaid o her miscress. “I look back and thinks,” she
said. “I aint never forgot Lhan‘slavcty days, and I ain’t never forgot Miss
Polly and my whire starched aprons.”» C

At the end of the 1930s, when most of the slave narratives were record.cd as
part of the federal WPA project, the novelist Richard Wright, in his lyrical
history of African Americans, Twelve Million Black Voices (1941), left a pained
expression about the endurance of slavery’s shadow. “When we compare our
hopelessness with the vast vistas of progress around us,” wrote Wright, “when
we feel self-disgust at our bare lot, when we contemplare our Jack of courage
in the face of daily force, we are seized with a desire to escape our shamefut
identification.”® A profound sense of grievance over the ravages and legacies
of slavery and sharecropping, about the numbing persistence of poverty, ani-
mate Wright's work. That desire among blacks to escape the past was.many
decades old by the time Wright penned his proletarian manifesto of black
history.

Black intellectuals of the late nineteenth century dﬁcmd o&en ﬁeroely,
over just how historically minded cheir people ought to be. At Storer College
in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, on Memorial Day, May 30, 1885, Alexander
Crummell, one of the most distinguished black intellectuals, gave 2 com-
mencement address, “The Need of New Ideas and New Aims for a New
Era,” to the graduates of the instizution founded for freedmen at the end of
the war. Crummell, an Episcopal priest educared at the abolitionist Oneida
Institute in upstate New York and at Cambridge Universicy in England in the
1840s, had spent nearly twenty years as 2 missionary and an advocate of Afri-
can nationalism in Liberia (x853—71). Although Crummell could not resist ac-

~— 315 —



RACE AND REUNION

knowledging Harpers Ferry’s associations wich John Brown as 2 setring “full
of the. most thrilling memories in the history of our race,” he hoped to rurn
the new generadion of blacks, most of whom were born just before or during
the war, away from dwelling “morbidly and absorbingly upon the servile

past”; instead, they should embrace the urgent “needs of the present.” Asa

minister and cheologian, and as a social conservative, Crumruell was con-
cerned not only with racial uplifc—his ultimate themes were family, labor,
industrial education, and especially moral improvement—but also with the
unburdening of yuu.ng blacks from what be perceived as the “painful mem-
ory of servitude.””

Blacks, Crummell believed, were becoming a people paralyzed by “fanati-

cal anxieties upon the subject of slavery.” Black leaders seemed to “settle

down in the dismal swamps of dark and distressful memory,” and ocdinary
black folk fashioned life “rao much after the conducr of the children of Is-
rael.” In his stern rebuke, Crummell made a distinction between memory:
and recollection. Memory, he contended, was a passive, uravoidable part of
group consciousness; recollection, on the other hand, was active, a marter of
choice, and dangerous in excess. “What 1 would fain have you guard
against,” he told the Storer graduates, “is not the memory of slavery, bue the
constant recollection of ir.” Such recollection, Crummell maintained, would
only degrade racial progress; for him, unmistakably, “ducy lies in the fu-
ture.”®

Prominent in the audience that day at Harpers Ferry was Frederick
Douglass. According to Crummell’s own account, his call wo reorient African
American consciousness away from the past met with Douglass's “empharic
and most earnest protest.” No verbatim account of what Douglass said at
Harpers Ferry chat day survives, but his many anniversary and Memorial Day
speeches during the 18805 offer a clear picture of what he may have said. A
healthy level of forgetting, said Douglass in 1884, was “Narture’s plan of re-
lief.” But in season and out, Douglass insisted that whatever the psychologi-
cal need of avoiding the woeful legacy of slavery, that legacy would resisc all
human effore at suppression. The history of African Americans, he remarked
many times in the 1B8os, could “be traced like thar of a2 wounded man
through 2 crowd by the blood.”” Better to confront such a past, he believed,
than to wait for jts resurgence.

[n his many postwar speeches about memory, Douglass would often admit
that his own personal memary of slavery was best kepr sleeping like a
“half-forgotten dream.” But he despised the politics of forgetring that the
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culture of reconciliation demanded. “We are not bere to visit upon the chil-
dren the sins of the fathers,” Douglass told 2 Memorial Day audience in
Rochester in 1883, “but we are here to remember the causes, the incidents,
and the results of the late rebellion.” Most of all, Douglass objected to the
historical construction that portrayed emancipation as a great narional “fail-
ure.” The growing argument (made by some blacks as well as whites) that
slavery had protected and civilized blacks, while freedom had gradually sent
them “falling into a state of barbariam,” forced Douglass to argue for aggres-
sive vigilance abour memory. The problem was “not confined to the South,”
Douglass declared in x888. “It (the theory of black degeneration coupled with
historical misrepresentations of emancipation and Reconstruction) has gone
forth o the North. It has crossed the ocean. It has gone to Europe, and it has
gone 25 far as the wings of the press, and the power of speech can carry it.”*
Crummell and Douglass had.great respect for each other, bur they had
very different personal histories and different agendas: Crummell had never
been a slave; he achieved a classical education, was a missionary of evangelical
Chrisrianicy and a thinker of conservative instincts, and had spent almost the
entire Civil War era in West Africa. He returned to the United States twice
during the war to recruit blacks to emigrate to Liberia, while Douglass
worked aggressively as an advocate of emancipation and recruited approxi-
mately one hundred members of the Fifty-fourth Massachuserts regimenc,
Crummell represented a brand of black nationalism that combined Western
Christian civilizavionalism and race pride. He contended that the¢ principal
problems faced by American blacks were moral weakness, self-hatred, and in-
dustrial primitiveness. Douglass, the former slave, had established his fame
by writing and speaking about the meaning of slavery; his life’s work and his
veryidentity were inextricably linked to the transformations of the Civil War.
The past made and inspited Douglass, and he had risen from slavery’s prison;
there was no meaning for him without memory, whatever the consequences
of “recollection.” The past also had made Crummell, but his connections to
many of the benchmarks of African American social memory were tenuous
and informed by African nationalism and Christian mission. For Douglass,
emancipation and the Civil War were f2/t history, a moral and legal founda-
tion upon which to demand citizenship and equality. -For Crummell, they
were potentially paralyzing memories—not the epic to be rerold, but merely
the source of future needs.® i
Remembering slavery and emancipation thus became a forked road
Douglass’s and Crummell’s differing dispositions toward the past reptesent
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two directions that black thought could go in the 1880s. Both sought racial
uplift, but one would take the risk of sustaining a sense of historic grievance
against America as the means of making the nadon fulfill its promises; the
other would look back only with caution and focus on group moral and eco-
nomic regeneration. Crummell sought to redeem Africa, and to inspire
moral values in the freedpeople by the example of an elite black leadership.
Douglass embraced the same values but sought to redeem the civil and polid-
cal rights established by the verdicts of Fort Wagner and Appomatrox.
Crummell had tried to be a founding father of Liberia; Douglass dearly
wished to see himself as 2 founding father of a reinvented American republic.
With differing aims, Crummell and Douglass both sought o teach 2 new
generation of African Americans how to understand and use the legacy of
slavery and chie Civil War era, how to preserve and destroy the pas.

That past Jingered in the writings of many blacks who joined the chorus of
racial uplift ideology in the late ninewenth century. [n one of her moralisuc
poeras, lirances Ellen Watkins Harper, 2 novelist and lecturer, wrote of the
"Dying Bondman” (1884) who had once been a chiefrain in Africa. On his
deathbed he pleads with his kind master for his freedom:

“Master,” said the dying chicfrain,
“Home and friends I soon shall see;

But before [ reach my country,
Master, write cthat I am free;”

“For the spirits of my fathers

Would shrink back from me in pride,
If T rold them at our grecting

1 a slave had lived and died . . .*

“Precious token” in hand, the old man dies “free” of the burden of telling his
kinsmen in heaven that his life was forever stained with slavery, The idea of
slavery as the burdensome past informed much black religious writing,
whether or not, as was often the case, che auchors converted that burden into
evidence of racial progress. Slavery had “blasred” the “higher powers™ of “the
Negro,” wrote one AME minister, and had forced him 1o drag its legacies
around like “a relic of the infirmity of those years he carries in his heart and
_ brain.” Uplift advocates were acucely aware of the servile past. The novelist
Pauline Hopkins wrote in the preface of her romantic novel about Recon-
steuction, Contending Forcei (1900), of her sincere desire “co do all that I can
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to raise the stigma.of degradation from my race.” Such & quest was particu-
larly poignanc for black women, who :carried a special burden in seeking
bourgeois respectability in a sociery that had for so long deﬁned them only in
maternal or sexual terms.??

The future beckoned, but the past remained 2 heavy weight o camy. For-
gerting might seem wise, but also perilous. To face the past was to court the
agony of one’s potential limitations, t¢ wonder if the tabbits really could out-
wit the foxes or whether some creatures In the forest just did have history and
breeding on their side. “As slavery was a degrading thing,” Crummell had
said in his Storer address, “the constant recalling of it 1o the mind serves, by
the law- of association, to degradation.” Long-before Du ‘Bois wrote of a
struggle with the “double consciousness” of being Araerican and black, Afri-
can American freedmen had to decide how to look backward and forward.
Many may have been like the characters Toni Morrison created in Beloved .
(1987)—haunted by slavery’s physical and psychic tortures, bur desperate t6
live in peace and normalcy. When Paul D says ro Sethe, “me 2nd you, we got
more yesterday than anybody, we need somé kind of tomorrow,” Motrison
imagined herself into the heart of lace-ninereenth-century black menory.
Memory is sometimes that human burden we can live comfortably neither
with nor without. Douglass believed that black memory wasa weapon and
that its abandonment was dangerous to his people’s'survival: Crummell ar-
gued that a people can “ger inspiration and instruction in the yesterdays of ex-
istence, but we cannor healthily live in them,”® The story of black Civil War
memory demonstrates that both were right.
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