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Living as I do in Williamsburg, Virginia, I am surrounded by the American
Revolution. Here are the buildings where the Revolution was to some
considerable extent conceived and here through the programs of Colonial
Williamsburg it is reenacted every day. This may explain why I found myself
wondering about a world without an American Revolution and why I took it upon
myself to read alternate histories (or counterfactuals, as historians tend to
call them) in which that was the case.

This was not nearly as formidable as taking on alternate histories in which the
South won the Civil War. Those fill many more shelves, and it’s easy to see
why. There are still plenty of people who find the Confederacy’s Lost Cause a
romantic one and who relish the idea of a triumphant Robert E. Lee. Alternate
histories of World War II also abound, presumably not because a Nazi-ruled
America is appealing but because it’s irresistibly scary. A British America, in
contrast, conjures up little more than a visit from Queen Elizabeth II: a bit
of pomp, comfortably familiar and not very exciting.

Historians generally have held this kind of “what-if” history in disdain. In
1961, E. H. Carr called it a “parlor game” and insisted “history is .. a record
of what people did, not of what they failed to do.” Since then, it'’s become a
bit more respectable. Historian Gavriel Rosenfeld lists among the reasons the
rise of postmodernism in the humanities, with its blurring of the line between
fact and fiction; of chaos theory in the sciences, with its emphasis on how
small changes can have big results; and of online virtual realities, making
historians, like everyone else, more comfortable with the idea of alternate
outcomes. And the decline of ideologies such as Marxism, which saw historical
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trends as predetermined and inevitable, has led to a greater appreciation of
how the decisions and actions of individuals, and how sometimes pure chance,
can change the course of history.

Still, though historians have played with the genre, alternate history is more
often the work of science fiction writers. The genre has also appealed to some
mainstream and literary novelists, like Stephen King and Michael Chabon and
Philip Roth, and to plenty of readers. The website uchronia.net lists more than
2,000 printed works in the genre. The discussion forum at
alternatehistory.comhas more than seven million posts. General anthologies of
alternate history, such as Robert Cowley’s What If? series, have been
bestsellers.

As for alternate histories of the Revolution, they held enough surprises to
keep me reading.

How the British won

Judging from many works in the genre, the easiest way for the British to have
won the Revolution would have been never to have fought. A bit more
farsightedness on the part of the king’s ministers might have averted the whole
nasty business. Roger Thompson'’s story, “If I Had Been the Earl of Shelburne,”
plays out this scenario. Shelburne’s plan here is simple: take away the
colonists’ rallying cry-No taxation without representation-by not taxing them
and by giving them seats in Parliament. Among the colonists, too, moderates
might have prevailed, as in Edmond Wright's story, “If I Had Been Benjamin
Franklin in the Early 1770s.” Wright’s Franklin mollifies the British by
promising Congress will pay for the tea dumped in Boston’s harbor.

Unlike most of the other writers whose work this essay surveys, Thompson and
Wright are both historians. This perhaps accounts for their focus on the
moments when history might have changed rather than on the long-term results of
those changes. Both teach American history in England, which perhaps accounts
for their eagerness to see the American “problem” handled, as Wright puts it,
“with more delicacy and discretion.”

Once begun, the Revolution’s success was anything but inevitable. Indeed, this
is a war that cries out for alternate histories. The actual military history is
simply too improbable: an undermanned, underarmed, underfed rabble defeating
the world’s most powerful empire. The patriot cause, historian Thomas Fleming
wrote, experienced “almost too many moments .. on the brink of disaster,” again
and again “to be retrieved by the most unlikely accidents or coincidences or
choices made by harried men in the heat of conflict.”

Disaster certainly seemed imminent in September 1775. General William Howe's
troops, having defeated Washington’s on Long Island, crossed the East River to
Kip’s Bay on Manhattan’s east side, and again routed the Americans. Fortunately
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for Washington, Howe was satisfied to have secured New York City, and
Washington and his army escaped to the north.

In Paul Seabury’s story, “What If George Washington Had Been Captured by
General Howe?” Howe gets his man, though he deserves no credit. Seabury
presents us with the diary of a Mrs. Murray, who owns an orchard on Murray
Hill, not far from Kip’s Bay. Mrs. Murray is mostly worried about the troops
ruining her crops. She sees both Washington and Howe on her hill. The latter is
more interested in having a drink, but Mrs. Murray takes charge, refusing Howe
even a cup of water until he brings back Washington—which, as a result of her
prodding, he finally does.

Seabury concludes his story with Howe’s biographer reading the diary, then
dismissing Mrs. Murray as a washerwoman and a strumpet and offering to buy the
diary, clearly intending to keep its contents secret. This may not qualify
Seabury, a political scientist, as a champion of women’s history, and alternate
historians of the Revolution have focused on dead white men no less than actual
historians—witness the centrality to so many stories of Washington being
captured or killed. But Seabury certainly enjoys poking fun at historians who
glorify the great men of history, be they Howe or Washington.

Washington is again captured in New York in Gary Blackwood’s novel for teens,
Year of the Hangman. The novel’s plot turns on the efforts of its fifteen-year-
old hero to save Washington from being hanged. It does not bode well that it is
set largely in 1777, a year that began with the hanging of various rebel
leaders and in which the three 7s, as Blackwood notes, have shapes
distressingly similar to that of gallows.

Washington is also captured in “Washington Shall Hang,” a play that is an
alternate history of the Revolution. In Robert Wallace Russell’s story,
Washington is put on trial for treason and defended, improbably, by the British
colonel, Banastre Tarleton, best known for his bloody cavalry raids and his
defeat at the Battle of Cowpens in South Carolina. Here Tarleton redeems
himself by outwitting the prosecutors, who have to resort to perjury (from
Benedict’s wife, Peggy Arnold) to make sure Washington is found guilty.

Washington’s capture or death is so common in alternate histories of the
Revolution that you might wonder why so many writers found it necessary to get
rid of Washington in order for the British to prevail. After all, Washington’s
successes depended heavily on the flaws of British generals, such as Howe'’s
hesitation. Washington was no military genius. He was, however, opportunistic,
dogged, and inspiring. For a revolution that depended less on defeating the
British than on persuading them that America wasn’t worth the trouble of a
continuing war, what Washington had to offer was just what was needed. He kept
going and he kept his troops going when others would have despaired. He was, as
Henry Lee said after Washington’s actual death in 1799, “first in war, first in
peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen.”



Had the Revolution been lost, how would
the world be different?

For starters, Indians would have been a lot better off. In The Two Georges, a
novel by Harry Turtledove and Richard Dreyfuss, the union between Britain and
her colonies has lasted into the late twentieth century in which the novel is
set, and a few independent Indian nations remain intact in parts of North
America.

Native Americans’ fate is more ambiguous in Marc Laidlaw’s short story, “His
Powder’d Wig, His Crown of Thornes.” The story appears in an anthology devoted
to the question of whether individuals, even “great men,” can truly change the
course of history. Here Washington’s death (after being betrayed by Benedict
Arnold) leads to the demise of the Revolution, but also to the rise of a secret
Indian religion. Grant Innes, a modern-day British trader in Native art,
stumbles upon a figure of Washington on the cross. Tracking it through the
literally underground world of the American capital (Arnoldsburg, District of
Cornwallis), Innes finds a painting much like da Vinci’s Last Supper but with
Washington as Christ and his various generals—Knox, Greene, Lee, Lafayette,
Rochambeau—as disciples. In the place of Judas is, of course, Arnold.

Innes learns that the Indians blame themselves for Washington’s death and for
the world’s subsequent imbalance. As British allies, they scalped his wig and
pierced his body with thorns. This, they believe, led to an America that bore
factories instead of fruit. “Let no man forget His death,” one of their
biblical-sounding books reads. “Forget not his sacrifice, His powder’d wig, His
crown of thornes.”

Powerful though the Indians’ faith is in Laidlaw’s story, it seems misplaced.
Given the actual history of Native Americans under Washington’s successors, it
seems likely that, had the Revolution failed, Indians would generally have been
better off.

Blacks, too, would have been better off without the Revolution, at least as
portrayed in alternate histories. Turtledove and Dreyfuss assume the abolition
of slavery in America would have followed logically from its abolition
elsewhere in the British Empire during the 1830s. In the North American Union
of The Two Georges, where civil rights were established well before the 1950s
and 1960s, the governor general is Sir Martin Luther King.

The fate of blacks is less clear in Charles Coleman Finlay’s story, “We Come
Not to Praise Washington.” Finlay'’s stories range from alternate history to
Arthuriana, sword and sorcery, and horror. Here Washington died in 1793 and the
military, led by Alexander Hamilton, has taken over. The cause of freedom for
blacks and whites ends up in the hands of an escaped slave named Gabriel, who
in actual history organized a failed slave rebellion in 1800.



Overall, alternate historians seem confident the world—and not just Native
Americans and African Americans—would have been better off under the British.
The combined American and British forces are, for example, unbeatable in “The
Charge of Lee’'s Brigade,” a story by S. M. Stirling, author of numerous works
of alternate history. It’s no coincidence that Stirling’'s title conjures up
that of Tennyson’s poem, “Charge of the Light Brigade.” In 1854 Brigadier
General Lee of the Royal North American Army finds himself fighting for the
British in the Crimean War and ordered to lead what seemed likely to be a
suicidal charge on the Russian position. Is there a way to seize the Russian
guns without condemning half the brigade? If anyone can figure out how to do
it, it is Lee, for in a world without a Revolution and thus without a Civil
War, this is none other than Robert E. Lee. Students of military history will
find this story especially intriguing.

One of the most fully drawn portraits of a modern world in which America 1is
still part of the British Empire is The Two Georges (which must be the only
book ever co-authored by a Hugo winner and an Oscar winner). The world
Turtledove and Dreyfuss imagine is, however, not fully modern: absent American
independence and inventiveness, its steampunk technology is behind ours, with
slow-moving though luxurious whale-shaped airships instead of planes and long-
distance calls that require operators and patience.

There is much to be said for this world. With the British in control, the world
is at peace, despite threats from the Russians and a combined French and
Spanish empire. America, too, is a more peaceful place: it’s rare that a member
of the Royal American Mounted Police encounters an armed criminal. When a
painting is stolen prior to the opening of its tour in Los Angeles—oops, New
Liverpool-it is up to Colonel Thomas Bushell of the Mounties to get it back.
The painting, which is called “The Two Georges,” portrays George Washington
bowing before George III, and it is a symbol of the continuing union between
Britain and America. The prime suspects are the Sons of Liberty, extremists who
want a free America. These semi-fascist Sons would also like to free the
continent of Negroes and Indians.

Dreyfuss and Turtledove draw heavily on and acknowledge the influence of Harry
Harrison’s Tunnel Through the Deeps (published in England and in some later
American editions as A Transatlantic Tunnel, Hurrah!), In Harrison's novel, the
failure of the American Revolution has again resulted in a modern world that’s
vaguely Victorian in its technology and manners. This world, too, is somewhat
more civilized than our own, a pleasant Tory fantasy of luxury airships and
class distinctions. The book will, as the flap copy on the British edition
proclaims, “warm the heart of every Englishman .. on whom the sun has ever set.”

A few refreshing dystopias

All these worlds where everything works out seem a harsh verdict on a
Revolution dedicated to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Granted,



the words of the Declaration of Independence obviously did not apply to blacks
and Indians—or women, for that matter. Still, would we really want July 4 to be
just another day on our British calendars?

For a refreshingly dystopian change, there is S. M. Stirling’s three-volume
series, The Domination. In Stirling’s history, Americans win the Revolution but
belatedly and with much more bitterness on the part of those loyal to England.
Instead of going to Canada, as many loyalists actually did, they settle in
South Africa and found the colony of Drakia (named after Francis Drake). Later
joined by European aristocrats and Southern Confederates, these losers of our
history hold a grudge. They turn Drakia into an empire known as the Domination
of the Draka, an empire that fulfilled the dreams of apartheid’s most avid
supporters. A common greeting: “Glory to the Race.” The Draka are not only
racist but also extraordinarily violent, turning conquered peoples into serfs
and soldiers to fuel further conquests.

The first of the trilogy, Marching Through Georgia, is set during World War II,
or as it was known in Stirling’s world, the Eurasian War. Having already seized
Africa and Asia, the Draka roll over the Nazis and then Western Europe. The
second book, Under the Yoke, chronicles the early years of a Cold War between
America and the Domination. The third book, The Stone Dogs, carries the Cold
War into space, giving the Draka control of earth and exiling the remnants of
America to distant corners of the universe.

Stirling provides a great deal of military detail, and the first two parts

appeal in particular to fans of military history. By the third book, he has
moved into a world that is more fully science fiction, i.e. the focus is on
fictionalized science rather than fictionalized history.

Much of the trilogy is written from the perspective of Draka characters, but
this in no ways blinds us to the fact that this was a world that would have
been better off with our version of the American Revolution. Only a white
supremacist would choose the Domination over America. Stirling, however, ought
not to be thought of as entirely uncritical of America; after all, the
Domination was founded and built by loyalists from the Revolution and
Confederates from the Civil War—Americans all. In any case, The Domination 1is
actually less a commentary on the American Revolution than on the Cold War. The
question Stirling’s work raises is the one faced by Americans after World War
IT: How do you fight an empire that is undeniably evil but has weapons that
could destroy the world?

For want of a nail

Robert Sobel’s For Want of a Nail .. is a comprehensive 450-page history of
North America written entirely in the style of an actual history, complete with
tables and charts, economic and political analysis, footnotes, bibliography,
and acknowledgments. All entirely made up.



Well, not entirely .. the opening thirty pages are real history. That takes us
to the Battle of Saratoga, often cited as a turning point in the war, since it
was this American victory that convinced the French to lend their support. Here
the American general Horatio Gates hesitates at a crucial moment, the British
general Henry Clinton arrives in time with reinforcements, and the British army
of General Johnny Burgoyne deals another blow to the Americans. In the absence
of an American victory, the French back away from the Americans, Congress loses
faith in Washington and replaces him with a nonentity named Artemas Ward, and
moderates led by Pennsylvania’s John Dickinson seize control of Congress from
Adams and Jefferson. Franklin opens negotiations with the British, and in 1778
the British agree to generous peace terms. Most rebels are granted amnesty,
though a few of the most radical leaders are executed, among them John and
Samuel Adams, John Hancock, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, Richard Henry Lee,
and Tom Paine. Washington is sentenced to life in prison.

Next, the British create the Confederation of North America, making the capital
Fort Pitt, which in our world became Pittsburgh, and renaming it Burgoyne. Some
of the remaining rebels are unwilling to submit to any form of British rule.
Led by, among others, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and Benedict Arnold,
they head west on what comes to be called “the Wilderness Walk.” In Spanish
territory, they found the city of Jefferson, which eventually becomes the
capital of a new nation, also known as Jefferson.

The nation of Jefferson pushes south and west in its version of manifest
destiny (which Jeffersonians call continental destiny). Taking advantage of
Spain’s problems in Europe, Andrew Jackson leads a Jefferson army on a conquest
of Mexico. Jackson becomes president of what comes to be called the United
States of Mexico, which eventually stretches through Arizona and California.

All this is sort of familiar, or at least figures like Jefferson and Jackson
act much like themselves, albeit in different circumstances. As Sobel pushes
further into the nineteenth century, however, the story focuses on entirely
fictional characters. Unlike science fiction writers whose main interest is to
portray some alternate world whose history is generally given in flashbacks and
often just in passing, Sobel gives us detailed portraits of Jackson’s
successors as president of the USM, of the series of wars between the USM and
the Confederation, of various depressions and elections, inventions, riots,
scandals, genocides, and everything else you’'d expect in a history.

Sobel’s adherence to the forms of historical writing extends to including a
highly critical review of his work, as might be found in an academic journal.
The reviewer—another fictional character—criticizes Sobel’s anti-Mexican bias
and suggests as a corrective that the reader refer to various other histories,
also fictional. The review makes one wonder whether Sobel’s whole point is to
parody the conventions of history writing. For Want of a Nail also reminds us
how easy it is for historians to sound authoritative, even if they’re making it
all up.



Sobel’s work has inspired a cult following. At the website, “For All Nails,”
contributors have submitted hundreds of possible extensions of Sobel’s history
up to the present, and some reinterpretations of its past (though the site’s
rules prohibit changing any of Sobel’s facts). In its scope, Sobel’s world can
legitimately be compared to Tolkien’s or George Lucas’s.

Yet Sobel’s exhaustive approach can also be exhausting. One of the pleasures of
great history and great fiction is the originality of the language, and by so
fully conforming to the conventions of academic writing, Sobel denies us that.
Reading Sobel is like reading a textbook. You can admire it, but you’re not
likely to be swept away by it.

In contrast, the best alternate histories make for entertaining reading. You
should not expect literary masterpieces, nor should you expect a radically new
understanding of the Revolution. You will not learn what the founders really
believed about guns or God. But the masters of the genre—-and these include
Turtledove and Stirling and Harrison-portray vivid and plausible worlds, all
emerging from a change of course somewhere in the past.

Like any alternate history, For Want of a Nail demonstrates the power of
contingency: a seemingly small tweak, in this case Gates hesitating at
Saratoga, changes the course of history. Sobel’s title refers to another such
moment: Richard III’'s unhorsing at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. This
is the moment at which Shakespeare’s Richard offers “my kingdom for a horse.”
It is also the moment commemorated in a seventeenth-century poem most often
attributed to George Herbert:

For want of
For want of

nail the shoe is lost,

shoe the horse is lost,

For want of horse the rider is lost,
For want of rider the message is lost,
For want of a message the battle is lost,
For want of the battle the war is lost,
For want of the war the nation is lost,
All for the want of a horseshoe nail.

[<V I <) I <) I <]

Further Reading

The alternative histories of the Revolution that I have referred to in this
essay are the following:

Gary Blackwood, The Year of the Hangman (New York, 2002); Richard Dreyfuss and
Harry Turtledove, The Two Georges (New York, 1996); Harry Harrison, Tunnel
Through the Deeps (New York, 1972); Charles Coleman Finlay, “We Come Not to
Praise Washington,” Wild Things (Burton, Mich., 2005); Marc Laidlaw, “His
Powder’d Wig, His Crown of Thornes,” What Might Have Been, Vol. 2, eds. Gregory
Benford and Martin H. Greenberg (New York, 1989); Robert Wallace Russell,



Washington Shall Hang (New York, 1976); Paul Seabury, “What If George
Washington Had Been Captured by General Howe? Mrs. Murray’'s War,” What If?
Explorations in Social Science Fiction, ed. Nelson W. Polsby (Lexington, Mass.,
1982); Robert Sobel, For Want of a Nail: If Burgoyne Had Won at Saratoga (New
York, 1973); S. M. Stirling, “The Charge of Lee’s Brigade” Ice, Iron and Gold
(San Francisco, 2007); S. M. Stirling, The Domination (Riverdale, N.Y., 1999);
Roger Thompson, “If I had been the Earl of Shelburne in 1762-5,” If I Had Been
. ed. Daniel Snowman (Totowa, N.J., 1979); Edmond Wright, “If I had been
Benjamin Franklin in the Early 1770s,” If I Had Been .. ed. Daniel Snowman
(Totowa, N.J., 1979).

Portions of this essay first appeared in Colonial Williamsburg: The Journal of
the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.

This article originally appeared in Spring 2014.

What the Artist Saw and What the
Editors Ignored: Charles Willson
Peale’s Wartime Journal and the Perils
of Historical Editing
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Historical editors can never fully anticipate the needs of future historians,
but hopefully with a growing respect for the full documentary record, including
material that might, to some, be considered unimportant, editors will begin to
add accounts, images, and other addenda and make them searchable, as the
editors of the George Washington papers have done.




Pigeons: And Their Cuisine

Pigeons—like some other breeds of birds—were easy to hunt, indeed, so easy that
the hunt couldn’t be sustainable.
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AT ATKA

In February at Atka

I stood on the black sands
below the trading post

and watched my husband
fade up the plank
stairway, a bag

in each hand.

Happy you be here,
Prekaska’s Wife.
Glad you was come,
Prekaska’s Wife.

The crowd hemmed

me in, smiled,

called me my new name.
Prekaska: shopkeeper.
Wife: me.

At the house

my luggage sat
on the bed,
waiting,

already settled.

THE FOOD, THE AMMUNITION

Late in May,
we sit at tea
at the neighbor’s.

My husband haggles,
trying again

to take a pelt

for nothing.

We hear a cry,
Prekaska, Prekaska
come! The store

is on fire!



Running back

toward the crowd,

I think of my scrapbook,
the photos, the platinum
blue pelt that was

my engagement

present.

Inside, acrid

smoke chokes me

as I pack and bundle

at the dresser and then
run, the fur swaddling
paper and frames.

Outside, the Aleuts,
armed with water
and blankets, flail
and shout, help

put it out.

Standing under

our ruined ceiling,
my husband notices
my full arms,
needless jumble.

Angry, he asks
why I left the food,
the ammunition.

ON CLOTHING

Walking

the muddy path

in wool pants,

a sweater,

and rubber boots,

I remember

the clothes I packed
for my first journey.

A chalk-white crepe

dress with a sequined cape.
A blue gown for dining.

A navy suit in which

to lean nonchalantly



against the rail.

When my husband
opened the suitcase
he groaned,

You won’t need this
on the Aleutian Maid.

Boxed in the storeroom,
they wait beside a stack
of blankets.

I haven’t sent them back.

PAPER PARASOL

When the Japanese
anchor in the harbor,
the Aleuts close
their doors, leave
the boat unmet

at the shore.

Mr. Kojima calls
me Madame,
brings gifts:

a paper parasol,
handkerchiefs,

a silk shawl.

But my husband,
wary and rude,
keeps his eyes
on his pipe
as he packs
and lights it.

Kojima explains:

If only we could

find a new harbor

on these islands.

If you would be willing
to point one out,

the Captain would

be forever indebted

to you.

My husband smiles,



leans over the map.
There is a harbor here.
His finger traces

the edge of an island,

a passage lined with rocks.

SKIN

I sort the blue fox pelts
for my husband.

I’'ve learned to judge
the quality of skin-
long guard hairs,
even markings,
pointed tails
stretching wrist

to elbow.

Once a Captain
gave me the pick of his lot
if I could find the best.

When I held up

a supple, flawless skin
the Captain laughed,
The lady has it.

As he left,
I ran my fingers
against the fur’s grain

while my husband beamed

in the lamp’s round light,

his hands folded on the books,
figures leaking from

the pen’s tip.

Nicole Stellon 0’Donnell

The poems in this sequence grew out of my reading of Prekaska’s Wife: A Year 1in
the Aleutians, a memoir published by Helen Wheaton in 1945. Wheaton was the
wife of a fox-farmer and storekeeper in the Aleutian Islands. As I read her
work, I was struck by her voice. As a reader, the self she cultivated stunned
me. My modern self, a woman cultivated in a different way by a changed society,



questioned her silences. These poems grew out of my questions. I began by
borrowing her words and phrases as I enjoyed her mode of description. I found
when I was done that tone was the place where Wheaton and I parted ways. “The
Helen Poems” reveal what I see as the subtext of Wheaton’s writing.

When I wrote Steam Laundry, a novel-in-poems published last year telling the
story of Sarah Ellen Gibson, who came to Fairbanks, Alaska in 1903, I played
with a different kind of appropriation. Instead of a public persona,
constructed like Wheaton’'s voice in her memoir, Sarah Ellen Gibson’s voice was
private. Unlike Wheaton, who wrote with the goal of publishing, Gibson never
intended her writing to be read by a wide audience. Her papers only survived in
the archives because her son became a prominent Alaskan. He started the stage
line from Fairbanks to Valdez and was the first person to drive a car between
the two places. When he died, he passed on all his papers dealing with the
motorcoach line to the archives. His mother’s letters happened to be tucked in
the pile. The documents I dealt with were receipts, personal letters,
obituaries, photos, and contracts. Sarah Ellen Gibson appeared to me in
fragments. I built a character out of them. While I worked hard to be true to
the Sarah Ellen I met in the letters, to make a narrative, I had to fill in
gaps. My material for filling those gaps came from my own experience of being a
transplant, a woman, and a mother in Interior Alaska.

In some ways, I see my appropriation of these lives as an act of defiance. I
began writing from historical documents as a function of my own resistance to
writing about the details of my own life. When I began writing poetry, I felt
like that was what was expected of me as a poet. Initially, my attraction to
persona was borne of my resistance to the confessional mode. More recently, I
question that, recognizing that many of the historical poems I write contain
embedded confessions. The last poem in Steam Laundry is the most intensely
personal poem I've written. It’s my truth housed in the frame of someone else’s
details. Because I had sunk myself into the details of Gibson’s life and her
relationship with her sons, I was able to reveal difficult truths of my
relationship with my daughters.

When I began working with archival materials years ago, I foolishly assumed
writing from historical documents was a novel idea, but it’s not. It’'s a return
to the root. Poetry’s oldest form is a way of preserving the details of a
story. In the case of the epic, poetry details a famous story, a culture-
defining story. In the case of these poems, I'm preserving facts on a more
personal scale, but I'm still keeping track of history in verse, and I'm mixing
myself into that history.

Further Reading:

Helen Wheaton, Prekaska’s Wife: A Year in the Aleutians (New York, 1945).

Other poems from this sequence have appeared in The Women’s Review of Books and



Ice Floe.

Nicole Stellon 0’Donnell’s novel-in-poems, Steam Laundry, won the 2013 Willa
Literary Award for Poetry. Her poems have appeared in Prairie Schooner, Beloit
Poetry Journal,Bellingham Review, The Women’s Review of Books, and other
journals. The Rasmuson Foundation granted her an Individual Artist Award to
support the writing of Steam Laundry. She lives, writes, and teaches 1in
Fairbanks, Alaska

Men of Great Skill on Many Waters

§ LR
MOSES GRANDY,
JOHN NEWLAND MAFFITT,

AND THE COMING OF
THE CIVIL WAR

BELAND SIMPSON

Simpson weaves together a scrupulously researched and only lightly imagined
twin narrative for his dual protagonists—one black and one white—as they lead
lives that touch in profoundly different ways on the great issues of the United
States’ first century
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Creating Two Nations

“As matters now stand,” he sadly concluded, “there is a United North against a
United South, and both marching to the field of blood.”

Under Household Government
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IN PURITAN

M A S S ACHWUSETTS

Sex and Family in Puritan Massachusetts

Common-place asks Michelle Morris about her 2013 book, Under Household
Government: Sex and Family in Puritan Massachusetts, and the role of family
members in policing sexual conduct in early New England, which shows how
ordinary colonists understood sexual, marital, and family relationships.

One of the central arguments of your book is that the policing of sexual
behavior (sexual offenses in particular) took place primarily within the bounds
of family, and often resulted in contests between families. What led you to
this conclusion, rather than seeing the phenomenon as one chiefly of community
surveillance?

I came to that conclusion in a rather roundabout way. Indeed, the case that was
initially crucial to my thinking never appears in the book. I had initially
intended to focus my project on motherhood in colonial America, and had also
wanted to take advantage of New England’s rich cache of court records. I
eventually realized that my topic and my source base did not work well
together—-motherhood, after all, is not a crime—but not before I came across the
case of Mary Flood, a married woman who was accused of murdering her infant in
1686. When Goody Flood awoke at dawn to find that the child lying next to her
was dead, her cries touched off a progression of visitors to her chamber until
the final visitor notified the constable, who arrested Flood. I had been
interested in the relationships between women giving birth and the women who
attended them. Did women call personal friends, those who were known to be
especially gifted in aiding birthing mothers, or simply their nearest
neighbors? With this case, I started with a similar question: whom do you call
when you wake up in the morning to find your child dead? I mapped out the homes



of those who responded to the infanticide and was surprised to find that they
lived all over town. So much for nearest neighbors. And then I was stuck. The
file papers were rich in detail about the scene in the Floods’ home and Mary
Flood’s treatment of her infant, but they had little to say about why
particular individuals were summoned or felt the need to visit the scene. I
needed to get to know these visitors better. I needed clues.

x]

I did become emotionally invested in a lot of the people in my book—in both
positive and negative ways.

I turned to the New England Historical and Genealogical Society. Genealogies
usually give brief summaries of whatever is known about their subjects, and New
Englanders have been obsessed with their ancestors for centuries. I thought
maybe I would find that one of the visitors was a midwife. Maybe the group was
held together by some sort of craft organization. I piled mounds of genealogies
on the long wooden tables, but it was not looking good. The people seemed to
have nothing in common but their presence in Mary Flood’s chamber. But then I
started to notice something: I was seeing the same last names over and over as
I flipped through to find the individuals I was looking for, and so I started
to see if I could bring family connections together in a coherent way. Sure
enough, although the first visitors had been co-workers of the Floods or people
who shared the Flood house, the later visitors were all members of the same
extended family. Each new visitor was related to the last, and each was of a
slightly higher status than the one before. Only the very last, a woman married
to a wealthy stonemason and landowner, seemed to have the clout to take control
of the situation and summon the constable.

As I transitioned to a project on illicit sexual activity, spurred by court
records, I wondered if similar familial patterns might appear. I was quite
surprised by what I found. I expected families to monitor, intervene, and
testify about illicit sexual activities. It would have been odd if they had not
done so. What I did not expect to find was that family relationships dominated
and structured the trials. In nearly all of the cases I investigated, most (and
sometimes all) of the deponents were either family members of those involved or
had an identifiable personal stake in the outcome of the case. Given that our
knowledge of family connections and personal quarrels is obviously incomplete,
the consistency with which these connections appeared astounded me. What
surprised me almost as much was the lack of non-familial intervention. Although
neighbors sometimes testified in these cases, they usually testified about
behavior they had observed; only very rarely did unrelated deponents claim to
have tried to intervene in suspicious sexual behavior.

It did occur to me that what I was seeing might have as much to do with the
density of family networks as it did with family members taking the lead in
dealing with illicit sexual activity. After all, if almost everyone in a
village was related to almost everyone else, then deponents and defendants
could hardly help being related! Thank goodness for town genealogies. I tried
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several times to choose two people from the same town with different last names
and make kinship connections. Although I could occasionally find a relationship
that way, the vast majority of the pairs refused to connect. That really
changed the way I thought about family and community in early New England. I
had always envisioned a watchful society in which individuals considered their
neighbors’ sins to be community business. It was only then that I thought back
to Edmund Morgan’s work and his conclusion that “tribalism” (an intense and
exclusive focus on the good of one’s family) had undermined the Puritans’
evangelical mission, and I realized that what I was seeing was another
consequence of tribalism run amok.

As the introduction and conclusion make clear, Under Household Government is in
conversation with Edmund Morgan’s now-canonical The Puritan Family. What does
your book share with his book, and where does it build on or depart from it?

Edmund Morgan’s The Puritan Family mapped new ground when it was first
published in the 1940s, and I do not think it is possible to write about the
Puritan family today without building on Morgan’s work. The Puritan Family and
Under Household Government share two essential conclusions: that New England’s
Puritans believed families to be central to the way their society was
organized, and that the Puritans’ intense devotion to their families ultimately
undermined important social goals.

But Under Household Government is not merely an updated version of Morgan’s
work. The books’ approaches differ in important ways. Morgan focused primarily
on how New Englanders expected their families to work. Although The Puritan
Family does include examples of family relationships gone wrong and familial
duties unfulfilled, even these examples serve to explicate the ideal Puritan
family. Morgan teaches us about the balance of order, hierarchy, and love the
Puritans strove to achieve. My work, on the other hand, deals with families in
crisis; it is more about how families actually worked than it is about how
family members thought they should work. It might help to think about Under
Household Government as the dark side of The Puritan Family. Morgan and I share
a lot of the same type of sources, but the distribution of those sources is
telling. Morgan’s archetypical source is a sermon; mine is a deposition.

You have much to say about the power of patriarchy generally, and of specific
patriarchs in particular. How do you think your book fits with historian Toby
Ditz’s rendering of the history of masculinity as one of power through access
to women?

I think Ditz’'s primary concern—that histories of masculinity have the potential
to simply re-inscribe a dominant male narrative by neglecting the ways in which
masculine power has been predicated on the subjection of women—-is particularly
insightful. In my book, I build on Thomas Foster’s work, which emphasizes the
ways in which patriarchal status (the goal of fully developed adult manhood)
depended directly and literally on access to women. As I explain in my book,
the gateway to adulthood in seventeenth-century New England was built around



marriage. Only by marrying and setting up independent households could men (and
women) access the power that came with adulthood. Unmarried men, even those who
were above what we consider the age of majority, were primarily sons or
servants until they wed. Because most men in seventeenth-century New England
married, the connection between marriage, adulthood, and patriarchy was not
always obvious. We see it most clearly in cases in which men’s right to marry
was called into question because of an inability to perform sexually.

The best example of this from my book is the tale of “Goodman Mousall'’s
Diabolical Erection” (chapter 3). In this 1663 case, John Foskett told John
Mousall that “all that he [Mousall] had was the devil’s for he stood by his
bedside and caused his members [penis] to rise” and that “the devil would have
him and all that he had at the last.” The insult does not make much sense
unless we understand the instinctive connection between masculine privilege and
access to women. Foskett had reason to be insecure about his own masculine
privilege. Although he was married, he lived with his wife’s parents. When
Mousall’s wife, Elizabeth, challenged Foskett’s authority over dependents in
both of their households, Foskett physically and verbally attacked both of the
Mousalls. Because the Mousalls had a daughter, Foskett did not simply accuse
John Mousall of being impotent. Instead, he challenged Mousall’s right to all
of the trappings of patriarchal authority by claiming that his erections (a
legal prerequisite for marriage) were not really his own.

Ditz, of course, also notes that the ways in which male power rests on access
to women is not monolithic. It is complicated and historically specific. This
is particularly true of marriage in early America. The ways in which men
accrued power by marrying women are obvious. Patriarchal status depended on a
man’s ability to marry and set up an independent household. The law of
coverture gave a husband the right to all of the property and wages his wife
had or might earn. A husband had a right to his wife’s labor and her sexual
service. Yet women married willingly. They did so for a number of reasons: a
lack of economic options, the desire for sexual satisfaction and companionship,
social expectations, etc. Just as importantly, women, like men, derived a
measure of authority and independence by marrying. It is significant that John
Foskett’s attack on John Mousall was prompted by Elizabeth Mousall’s assertion
of authority. Elizabeth might have been second in command to her husband, but
in his absence she had the right to direct and control access to dependents in
her household. In that sense, women like Elizabeth Mousall actually had a stake
in preserving a patriarchal system that ultimately relied on their subjection.

n”

You open with the phrase “This is a story ..” and many rich stories appear
within the larger narrative. As you immersed yourself in the lives of
seventeenth-century residents of New England, getting to know them (as far as
possible) in the process, did you experience a particular affinity for any of
them?

Edmund Parker. I think I fell in love with the crotchety old man from
Lancaster, Massachusetts. Parker is a relatively peripheral character in the



first chapter of my book. His daughter Elizabeth was a servant who engaged in
intercourse with an enslaved black man and bore a child. Edmund took both his
daughter and her mixed-race son into his household and, despite his own
poverty, refused to allow either local or county officials to separate them. He
did not have a lot to work with. He had neither wealth nor position, and the
law was not on his side. The document that hooked me was a petition from the
selectmen who had tried to remove Elizabeth and her son from Edmund’s house.
The selectmen complained that they “have had many froward peevish expressions
from him, so that he hath wearied them out.” I cannot help but imagine the old
man standing on his own doorstep, telling the selectmen who wanted to take away
his daughter and grandson precisely what they could do with themselves, and
then slamming the door in their faces. That's my kind of grit.

I did become emotionally invested in a lot of the people in my book—in both
positive and negative ways. I can hardly think about Jonathan Wade, who
purchased Elizabeth Parker’s enslaved partner, without my lip curling in
disgust. If you want to know why, he’s in chapter 1 as well. The procession of
sexually abused children certainly got to me. Seventeenth-century court records
tend to be emotionally unexpressive by modern standards, but once you become
accustomed to the style of testimony, it’'s sometimes all too easy to pick up on
the emotion behind the dry recitations. I remember working one day on the
Elizabeth Pierce chapter and setting up the section on the rape of minors. I
worked my way through the descriptions of the injuries wrought by actual and
attempted rape. Then I came to the case of Scisely, an Indian child under the
age of ten. The woman who examined her testified that Thomas Keeney had been
unable to rape her because her body was too small. The woman testifying wrote
that Scisely was “as greatly wronged otherwise as is imaginable.” Seventeenth-
century folk did not refer to imagination very often in court records. I put
down my coffee, put my head in my hands, finally looked up and closed my
laptop. It was before noon, but I found that I had had all the work I could
take for that day.

If, however, by “affinity” you mean someone I could identify with, then the
answer has to be Elizabeth Wells, who appears in the book’s final chapter.
Elizabeth came to a bad end. She claimed rape but was prosecuted for
fornication because she became pregnant. She landed in prison and then ended up
on the streets. She had loudly proclaimed to all who would listen that if she
ever became pregnant, she would name a rich man as the father of her child. She
became pregnant, and she named her master’s son. But the reason I feel kinship
with Elizabeth is that she was a teller of stories. Many of them were racy;
several put her in a rather bad light; and I don’t think half of them were
true, but I, too, love a good story.

To build on the issue of subjectivity and your relationship to your research:
as you painstakingly reconstructed court cases, you must have formulated your
own judgments about them. Sometimes you reveal those to the reader (as in the
case of one free black servant woman’s infant, likely murdered by her
mistress), and other times not (as in the case of the rape of Elizabeth



Pierce). How did you decide when to disclose, even gingerly, your own “verdict”
and when to remain more “neutral”?

My impulse is always to “solve the mystery.” The most important factor in
sharing or withholding my own judgments was the evidence I had to work with. In
most cases, if I thought I had enough evidence to figure out what happened, I
shared my “verdict” with the reader and laid out my evidence so that readers
could decide whether they agreed. In many cases, the evidence allowed for a
pretty clear verdict. In others (particularly the premarital fornication cases,
which turned on the physical descriptions of newly delivered infants) the
evidence was so sparse or contradictory as to make any conclusions little more
than guesswork. What drove me crazy were the cases in the middle. For example,
did Edmund Pinson, the hopelessly obtuse suitor from chapter 3, marry his bride
without her parents’ consent? In my mind, the question came down to the absence
or presence of a nail the bride’s mother might have given Edmund so that he
could post notice of his intention to marry on the meeting house door. I can
imagine the case going either way, but I will never know if the nail was there.
The answer is not important to the point of the story, but its absence bothers
me nonetheless.

The stories about the rape of Elizabeth Pierce (chapter 4), and Zipporah, the
free black servant accused of infanticide (chapter 6), are both special cases.
Elizabeth Pierce accused Benjamin Simonds of rape, and in so doing set off a
dramatic conflict between their two families that resulted in three legal
trials. Here, the ambiguity in the story is part of the point. I want readers
to understand that Elizabeth’s and Benjamin’'s families engaged in extreme
behaviors (including jury tampering) without actually knowing what happened
between Elizabeth and Benjamin. In their ignorance of the truth, at least, the
Pierce and Simonds families were in a position not dissimilar from that of the
reader. In this case I do suspect more than I am telling, although my evidence
is thin. I do think Benjamin raped Elizabeth, but I don’t think either party
was telling the whole truth. Even here, however, I could not resist burying a
clue for my readers. If, in my mind, the Pinson case came down to a nail,
details of the Pierce case come down to a horse (see footnote 110 for the
details).

In the case of Zipporah, my “verdict” is crucial to making sense of the story.
I struggled with this case for years. Even a cursory reading of the court
documents on which the case is based suggests a dramatic story. A group of
people walking along the shore in Boston encounter the corpse of a headless
baby. Upon investigation, it turns out that a black servant’s mistress had
forced her to deliver her baby in secret and then bury the body of her
stillborn child in the middle of the night. A colleague was kind enough to
share with me supplementary documents she had located relating to the case, but
I still could not put the pieces together. Yes, the outlines supported my
larger argument about how families abandoned free servants who became pregnant
out of wedlock. Zipporah’s mistress planned to sell her as a slave in the
Caribbean. The case bothered me because it was too pat. A secret delivery, a



convenient stillbirth due to prematurity, a mistress, her mother, and a midwife
willing to testify that no murder had been committed. No reason for the court
to pay it any further mind. As I went over and over the evidence, I started to
realize that what was really bothering me was that the case did not make sense.
A1l of the legal evidence was there to acquit Zipporah of infanticide, but that
was all that was there. None of the witnesses provided the reasoning on which
they based their conclusions, which was extremely unusual. No one appears to
have asked who the father of the child was. The more I looked at the evidence,
the more it fell apart. I had approached the documents the same way I
approached all my cases—assume everyone is telling the truth until there is
reason to believe otherwise. Usually, the clue that someone lied comes from
disparities among the depositions. In this case, the testimony was all
consistent. When I turned my first assumption on its head, however, and assumed
that all of the women in the birthing room were lying about the stillbirth, the
pieces started to fall into place. No one asked who the father of the baby was
because he was a member of the family, and that baby was neither premature nor
stillborn. In this case, a cursory reading of the documents did illustrate the
point I was making. Masters and mistresses did usually abandon free servants if
they became embroiled in sexual scandal by, for example, getting pregnant.
Enslaving a servant and shipping her off to Barbados was a rather extreme
version of that pattern, but “solving the mystery” and sharing that with my
readers allowed me to demonstrate just how dark the impulse to get rid of
inconvenient servants and protect family members could be.

It is that inward-looking devotion to family that is really at the heart of my
book. On the surface, it is hard to imagine how strong, caring families could
be problematic. In many cases, they were not. Parents and other family members
watched over their sons and daughters, attempting to steer their children away
from sexual sin and into strong, stable marriages. Those who lived under the
watchful gaze of dense family networks may sometimes have resented prying eyes,
but families were usually successful at steering younger members away from
sexual crimes which could bring harsh legal consequences and damage marital
prospects. Problems arose when families interacted with members of the
community with whom they did not share ties of kinship. Sometimes, as was the
case with Zipporah, these were servants within their own homes. Other times,
such as in the Elizabeth Pierce case, those community members were part of
other families. The early leaders of the Massachusetts Bay colony had gone to
great lengths to set up a system of justice which would protect the rights of
the accused and ensure both poor and wealthy access to impartial courts.
Secular justice in the abstract was an important ideal in colonial
Massachusetts. However, seventeenth-century communities lacked anything
resembling a modern police force which might have played an investigative or
mediating role, and the community at large was generally unwilling to fill the
breach (at least in cases relating to sexual activity). The result was that
court trials often played out as battles between competing families, and those
families tended to put the needs of their own members before more abstract
ideals of justice.



Reunion Without Reconciliation
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CIVILWAR

REUNION AND THE LIMITS
OF RECONCILIATION

CAROLINE E. JANNEY

In Remembering the Civil War, Purdue University historian Caroline Janney
challenges the prevailing narrative of Civil War memory, which contends that
turn-of-the-century whites in the North and South achieved a sincerely desired
reconciliation by setting aside past antagonisms and embracing a racist memory
of the war that omitted slavery and emancipation and extolled the white
masculine virtues of battlefield courage and devotion to one’s cause. In her
skillful presentation that successfully synthesizes most of the recent
literature on Civil War memory and delves deeply into personal papers,
organizational records, government documents, and periodicals, Janney presents
a Civil War generation unable to reconcile and unwilling to forget the causes
for which they fought such a brutal and punishing war. Regarding the era as a
pivotal moment in the history of the nation, the war generation feared that
Americans born after the conflict would forget their sacrifice and worked
tirelessly to shape the nation’s memory of the Civil War through commemoration.
Unwilling to sacrifice their cause to achieve reconciliation, the veterans and
the women of the respective sections vigorously challenged any interpretation
of the past seen as injurious to their cause. These efforts, she argues,
inhibited any attempt at true reconciliation, a concept she finds troublingly
elusive anyway, and too amorphous for the historian to accurately identify,
define, and track.

The four primary legacies that Janney identifies as emerging after the Civil
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War are familiar. Among white southerners, the Lost Cause held sway, which
banished slavery from the scene, defined the conflict as a constitutional
crisis, and honored southern soldiers for their bravery and fidelity to the
southern nation in the face of overwhelming Yankee manpower and materiel
advantages. For white northerners, the war had been fought to preserve the
Union, with emancipation thrown in as a positive byproduct designed to crush
the rebellion and eliminate the root cause of sectional strife. For most
Unionists, slavery and race remained distinct issues, and celebrations of
slavery’s demise did not imply a belief in racial equality or support for black
civil rights. For African Americans and some northern whites, however,
emancipation took center stage as the means by which the Union had been saved
and the nation reborn in a true spirit of freedom. Lastly, the
reconciliationist legacy—predicated on celebrating the American qualities of
courage and loyal devotion to one’s cause—emerged periodically and sporadically
and gained the greatest traction with the generation of Americans born after
the Civil War. Poignantly, Janney reminds us that these legacies, while useful
generalizations, were never clear-cut or static. In fact, individual and
collective memories of the war’s meaning “were continually being created,
negotiated, and renegotiated” (10). Furthermore, remembrances frequently
incorporated aspects of two, three, or all four of the legacies simultaneously.
Ultimately, there proved to be no compelling reason for either side to
surrender its cause. Reunion—the North’s principal war aim-had been
accomplished when the Confederacy capitulated, and southerners never contested
this outcome. But the war left deep feelings of bitterness and resentment on
both sides, and a true desire for reconciliation never emerged during the war
generation’s lifetime, and certainly not by 1900. For them, reunion was enough.

[x]

Whatever appearance of reconciliation emerged around the turn of the century
was constructed on the unspoken agreement to omit unresolved issues, such as
the cause of the war, how the war was waged, or the treatment of prisoners of
war.

Janney argues that true reconciliation required a shared memory of the war that
both sides agreed on—and that this shared understanding simply never existed.
She regards the outpourings of reconciliationist sentiment common at “Blue-Gray
lovefests” (a term somewhat caustically applied to Union-Confederate
gatherings) as having been overblown by a popular press looking for a good
story, and hollow gestures at any rate. In probing the late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century facade of reconciliation, she finds northerners and
southerners feeling extremely wary of the other’s intentions and steadfastly
willing to rise and challenge any memorial, oration, or textbook that tarnished
their memory of the Civil War and the cause for which they had fought. Whatever
appearance of reconciliation emerged around the turn of the century was
constructed on the unspoken agreement to omit unresolved issues, such as the
cause of the war, how the war was waged, or the treatment of prisoners of war.
“True, heartfelt reconciliation,” she writes, “was rare indeed” (162).
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If reconciliation proved difficult for the war veterans, Janney asserts that it
proved impossible for women who lacked the shared experience of military
service and the political or commercial incentives to at least appear to
reconcile. She shows that northern and southern women—-especially the latter,
who remained the principal purveyors of the Lost Cause and Confederate
history—proved especially hostile to the demonstrations of the brotherhood of
war put on at the veterans’ gatherings and actively sought to hinder them.
Women of both sections adamantly and vociferously rejected any
reconciliationist gesture as a cardinal violation of the memory of their
sacrifice. Even when northern and southern women worked together on common
causes, such as temperance, their alliances never demanded that they abandon
their view of the Civil War. In fact, some southern reformers used their
sectional identity to encourage other women from the South to join in social
movements, arguing that they were in fact respectable outlets for women’s
energies. Interestingly, Janney’s research reveals that northern and southern
men often praised these women when they assumed aggressive stances against
reconciliation, providing further indication that the Blue-Gray lovefests
amounted to little more than show.

This book is a worthy addition to the growing body of literature concerning the
formation and expression of Civil War memory. It also provides a useful
synthesis of the current literature. Historians of the period will find
important counterpoints offered on several major points of historiographical
consensus. Among the most notable are her contentions that the fifteen years
following Appomattox were not a period of hibernation, but a pivotal moment
when memories of the war formed and took root in both sections; that white
southerners did not view President Abraham Lincoln as a friend of the South and
did not lament his assassination; that President Andrew Johnson did not
squander an opportunity to remake the South through his lenient reconstruction
policies; that Confederate nationalism was a potent force that survived the war
and served as the basis for the creation of a distinct regional identity; that
white supremacy did not foster reconciliation, and that the Spanish-American
War failed to accomplish a true reconciliation between the North and South. Her
arguments are well supported in most cases, but she does tend to overstep her
evidence when she asserts that Lincoln’s murder “shaped the course of
Reconstruction, paving the way for Radical Republicans and nurturing the rising
momentum of Confederate memory” (42). There is no compelling evidence offered
to draw this broad conclusion. Also, after repeatedly warning historians
against conflating terms, she conflates “Liberal Republicanism” and
“reconciliation” when she claims the former’s failure to win the presidency in
1872 demonstrated a lack of feeling for the latter. While Liberal Republicanism
certainly contained reconciliationist strains, this was not its primary
message, and its electoral defeat should not be solely ascribed to a lack of
feeling between the sections. Janney is correct in arguing that reconciliation
is a difficult concept for historians to measure. For that matter, so also is
its absence. This is a persuasively argued and well-written book that
effectively challenges the traditional narrative of Civil War memory. However,
without quantitative measurements, which are problematic in their own right,



there is simply no way to know if the voices Janney brings to our attention
represent the majority opinion, or simply express the intensely held views of a
very vocal minority.

If a single vision of what the Civil War meant is the standard by which we
should gauge reconciliation, then it appears that true reconciliation remains
elusive even today. Janney argues that the Union cause became a victim of its
own success; she is probably correct. The United States endured the challenge
of civil war and emerged from this conflict a reunited country that stood on
the doorstep of world power by the end of the nineteenth century. For the
South, the former Confederate states were restored to the Union and white
southerners embraced their American-ness at the same time that they used the
memory of the Confederacy, divested of slavery, to carve out their own distinct
regional identity. Unlike the Union, the Confederacy remains suspended in time,
forever affixed to the Civil War. For many, both North and South, the
“Confederacy was the Civil War” and remains so today (10). But no matter how
hard the “heritage not hate” crowd may try, slavery cannot be erased from the
Confederate past, just as the Confederacy cannot be separated from the war. For
some the Confederate battle flag is an enduring symbol of southern
distinctiveness and independence. But for others, the flag conjures memories of
rebellion, racism, and injustice. The flag, like the war itself, is many things
to many people, and will likely remain so for some time to come. In fact,
Americans may never agree on what the war meant or how it should be properly
remembered or even celebrated. If so, it seems that reconciliation, by Janney’s
standard, remains a long way off. Of course, even if Americans still cannot
agree on what the war meant, those who lived through the war would probably be
pleased to know that we care enough to remember and to continue to disagree
about what the Civil War was all about.

Bad Books, Good Citizens
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Fever
Reading

MICHAEL MILLNER

AFFECT and
READING BADLY ifn
the EARLY AMERICAN

PUBLIC SPFHERE

Michael Millner’s Fever Reading begins with the appealing idea that it “seeks
to understand the meanings of reading badly” (xiii). This is a wonderful hook
for an academic audience. Most of us have had to squelch feelings of being bad
readers—we don’'t finish books, we prefer the sexy or the scandalous to the
important, we struggle to stay awake for work we know to be theoretically
interesting (in both senses). At the same time, we know what good reading is:
critical, objective, knowing, questioning. Millner’s examination of nineteenth-
century American reading practices looks at texts that solicit emotional rather
than rational responses, those devoured with feverish absorption. Such, alas,
is not generally the problem with our academic practices, but the central
question still appeals: can bad reading, in fact, be good political practice?

About readerly practices and their relationship to politics there is, as
Millner demonstrates in this deeply researched study, much to tell and much to
learn. Those of us who have engaged with histories of readership are well aware
that our available scholarly models are insufficient. Theories of reading have
often been a bit like theories of economics, in which rational actors respond
in predictable ways to literary stimuli. More recently they have tended instead
toward a model of resistance, as if every reader were always subverting
hegemony even while consuming its products. The former category emphasizes
reading’s role in what Jurgen Habermas called rational-critical discourse,
while the latter privileges unruly, embodied emotions. Millner attempts a new
structure of analysis that bridges these poles. To Habermasian public-sphere
theory (in a nutshell, the idea that print culture enabled political progress
via reasoned debate), Millner adds theories of affect. In particular, he
engages William Reddy’s theory of “emotives:” verbalized emotions that we use
to navigate the varied stimuli of our lives. Millner argues that we need to



understand readerly emotion as a critical reading practice in order to grasp
what it meant and means to participate in the American public sphere.

Fever Reading is divided into two parts, with the first laying out the book’s
theoretical foundation and the second offering up archives for analysis. The
first section gives an overview of classic public-sphere theory and some of its
revisions, and deploys period texts to show that eighteenth-century authors
agreed with Habermas that good reading is characterized by “critical distance
(rather than the immersion and attachment characteristic of, say, popular forms
of religious reading or pornographic reading)” (9). Less familiar to scholars
of early America may be the review of scholarship on emotion—or “cogmotion,” as
some cognitive scientists apparently call the nexus of thinking and feeling.
Where literary criticism tends to interpret emotion as always either
“symptomatic” or “strategic,” Millner says, the “experimental sciences” suggest
that emotions “are a form of perception, even a form of critical thinking”
(15-16). This is the theme to which Millner returns throughout the book:
reading that looks thoughtless, indulgent, or prurient should be understood
instead as potentially critical practice and as meaningful (if not necessarily
effective) participation in the public sphere.

[x]

Millner argues that we need to understand readerly emotion as a critical
reading practice in order to grasp what it meant and means to participate in
the American public sphere.

The second part of the book addresses three categories of text that have
typically, Millner claims, been excluded from public-sphere theory: the
obscene, the scandalous, and the religious.”What could be more antithetical to
distanced, discussion-oriented, autonomy-creating, and reflective public-sphere
reading than absorptive, addictive, and secretive pornographic reading?” he
asks, ventriloquizing an imagined tribunal of public-sphere theorists (72).
Millner’s answer, based on readers’ “double experience” of privacy and
publicity, is not groundbreaking (72). Instead, as he freely acknowledges, his
work joins an ongoing scholarly effort to revise the public sphere away from
its rational-critical basis. Without such revision, Millner explains,
“Habermasian public-sphere theory is not particularly helpful in understanding
the public sensorium of modernity” (73). With it—if the “rational-critical
public sphere” is understood instead as the “affective-critical public
sphere”—we may develop a model that describes not only American history but
also the global present, transcending Habermas'’s extremely narrow (Western,
middle class, implicitly white and male) formulation (144). “If there is an
existing public sphere that extends beyond pockets and enclaves to reach
something like a majority, it is characterized by sensation and emotion, not
critical reason,” he concludes (146).

Millner’s substantive contribution toward this lofty goal is in assembling his
three archives of marginalized literature. In his chapter on obscene
literature, he carefully reconstructs what this category meant in nineteenth-
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century America by scrutinizing arrests for obscene publication. The titles
mentioned in arrest reports lead him to two bodies of literature. The first,
the “sporting press,” consisted of newspapers like the National Police Gazette,
which ran from the 1840s through the 1870s, and shorter-lived but more
expressively titled papers like the Whip, the Flash, and theBroadway Belle.
These papers presented a veneer of public-mindedness while they reveled in
“prostitution, celebrity, deformity, the criminal underworld, murder, and
beautiful and battered bodies” (76).The other category, “obscene novelettes,”
rose to prominence in the late 1840s and 1850s, as the newspapers cleaned up
under official crackdowns. Millner offers examples from this genre that place
public figures in compromising positions, as in the anonymous The Amorous
Intrigues and Adventures of Aaron Burr (Millner labels it a “porno-bio” [88])
and a scene from George Thompson'’s The Countess in which the heroine seduces
Harry Rush, rakish son of Benjamin. By putting public life and obscenity into
conversation (criminal or otherwise), this literature generated its own
structure of reading. It focused on current events and political figures,
emphasizing “a simultaneity of information and readership”; it also positioned
readers as participants in an anonymous community (81). So far, the structure
of reading matches that credited with creating publics in classic public-sphere
theory. On the other hand, the politicians who appeared in these works were not
debating policy but vomiting drunkenly or visiting brothels. The news “isn’t
offered for analysis, interpretation, or critical reflection as much as it’s
presented to elicit reactions we usually associate with the body: disgust,
loathing, exhilaration, thrill, arousal” (81). The readers become observers and
critics of society through their visceral reaction to texts.

Millner shows that his second archive, scandal texts, gained new importance in
the mid-nineteenth century. While print has perhaps always been used to tell
secrets and lies about people, it was in this period that scandal became
“mediated.” It moved, as a concept, from society whispers into printed pages,
and print became a creator (rather than a spreader) of intrigue. Scandal looks
like “the public sphere gone bad”: “Instead of truth and agency, the scandal
sphere seems to offer little more than highly manipulated spectacle meant for
easy consumption; it is often perceived as a product of the culture industry
masquerading as news and information” (95). This perception is more or less
what Millner demonstrates in the course of the chapter. The highly popular
Awful Disclosures, by Maria Monk of the Hotel Dieu Nunnery of Montreal, for
example, claimed to draw aside the pious veil of a religious institution to
reveal an abusive brothel. It inspired a bevy of “refutations, refutations of
refutations, sequels, and copycat books” (110) that, taken together, relegate
the concept of reliable narrative to the realm of naive illusion. Scandal
literature suggested secrets everywhere; it also represented the power of print
media to create intrigue where there might have been none to discover.
Participants in such a culture could hardly expect to weigh evidence
objectively and come to rational conclusions. Instead, they had to feel their
way between trust and mistrust. Here Millner notes that affective reading is
not always a liberating alternative to the detached kind, and it might not
yield political effectiveness. “This situation isn’t necessarily one to



celebrate. It is simply a reality. In a society of complex decision-making
processes, democracy is grounded, not on communicative reason, but on some of
the most fundamental feelings of trust and mistrust that may be circulated
through the media” (118-119). The conclusion is commonsensical, especially when
we think about our own media culture, but it is nevertheless refreshing in a
field that is often tempted to view non-normative public engagement as
progress.

The final category is evangelical texts, designed to move the heart rather than
engage rationality. The Second Great Awakening promoted images of embodied
reaction, as converts wept, babbled, and collapsed under the influence of
spiritual fervor. This doesn’t at first look like a rational-critical public
sphere, but readers of these texts debated and questioned what they read
according to public-sphere norms. Millner presents a fascinating archive of
these practices: the notes of colporteurs who distributed Bibles and tracts in
the New Jersey Pine Barrens in the 1840s. They recorded useful numbers—how many
people had Bibles, how many read them, how many accepted tracts—as well as
pithy anecdotes about cantankerous villagers (one “‘can scarce buy rum much
less a bible'”) and, of course, much weeping (124). Tears produced by religious
reading are, as Miller notes, a cliché of the genre, but he offers a compelling
interpretation. Readers approach the texts as part of the public sphere,
subjecting them to analysis and debate. At the same time, the religious works
point to an absence: rituals and meaning lacking in secular life. The
crying—the distillation of affective response-—is a critical response to the
public sphere itself.

The (good) reader who finishes Millner’s book is left convinced that emotional
response is an element of public-sphere participation, and a necessary topic
for further study. His evidence makes clear that when literary historians
postulate either ideal or subversive readers, we miss the many more varied and
complex responses solicited by texts, and so fail to understand the ways those
texts operated in the world. The frustration with this kind of work is
acknowledged by Millner: we can deduce structures of reading from texts, but
the experience of the individual reader—the heart of the matter—will always
elude us. (A few readers made records of their reading experiences, but these
are vanishingly rare and by nature atypical.) Still, Millner’s careful analyses
represent a significant step toward understanding reading cultures generally,
that of nineteenth-century America in particular, and our own media moment.
Perhaps the “experimental sciences” will one day offer tools that let scholars
peer into the minds and brains of readers past. Millner shows what they have to
offer literary history in the present: a set of concepts that enables a scholar
to revisit an outmoded construct, take up the trusty tools of archival research
and close reading, and begin to rebuild it.




Baubles of Death

INDEATH:
LEAMENTED

Sarah Nehama’s catalogue In Death Lamented was published in conjunction with an
exhibition of the same name that she curated at the Massachusetts Historical
Society. The topic is mourning jewelry—ornaments produced in honor of a
deceased person—a genre that scholars have often overlooked for its macabre and
maudlin associations. Nehama traces the changing forms and cultural uses of
mourning jewelry in America from the seventeenth through the nineteenth
centuries. She draws her examples primarily from the holdings of the MHS, but
supplements them with pieces from her own private collection.

Nehama brings the precise eye of a jeweler to the project. The strength of the
catalogue lies in her exacting and detailed analyses of individual objects.
These textual descriptions are well matched by the spectacular and copious
photographs that allow readers to see Nehama’'s points clearly for themselves.
From the twisting black enameled band of the rococo mourning ring, to the hair-
infused ivory landscape of the neoclassical locket, to the paste and jet
enhanced curls of the Gothic Revival brooch, mourning jewelry has never looked
so good. Nehama'’'s work as a jeweler may also have shaped her exploration of the
changing materials used to create mourning jewelry and her detailed
explanations of modes of manufacture. A fascinating sidebar in the catalogue,
for example, shows the stages in the creation of a Georgian-style enameled
mourning ring, as completed by contemporary jeweler Will Francis. Thanks to
this step-by-step explanation, these seemingly simple gold bands—embellished
with enameled decoration that included the name and age of the deceased—prove
to be surprisingly complex. The catalogue gives the viewer a sense of these
bands’ three-dimensionality and their luxury, elements that are difficult to
convey without direct contact. This emphasis upon craftsmanship was
complemented in the exhibition by the display of a hair braiding tool: a stool


https://commonplace.online/article/baubles-of-death/

made into a loom upon which hair could be braided or twined. Such an apparatus
makes clear exactly how intricate those patterns of hair commonly featured in
nineteenth-century mourning jewelry, such as the lover’s knot, actually were to
produce.

Nehama organizes the catalogue chronologically. Each chapter begins with a
brief historical essay and then breaks out to individual catalogue entries, a
format that allows the author to fully elucidate stylistic trends in mourning
jewelry. She is also attentive to developments in craft as a result of new
manufacturing processes, as well as changing mourning traditions. Moving from
the seventeenth century through the postbellum period, the author deftly draws
connections between jewelry and the larger iconography of funerals, tombstones,
and the etiquette of mourning. Mourning jewelry also clearly exhibits stylistic
influences from other forms of jewelry and underwent significant alterations as
new media penetrated the form. In particular, Nehama's arguments for the
relationship between representation (portraiture and mourning scenes) and
jewelry show the complex constellation of practices and influences that shaped
mourning jewelry. Nehama explains how the portrait and mourning miniature’s
rise in popularity over the eighteenth century resulted in the growing size of
mourning brooches and lockets, detailing that “In order to accommodate the size
of these miniatures, jewelry settings—both the bezel and the band-had to change
substantially” (44). Similarly, the rise of photography in the nineteenth
century and the desire to incorporate the daguerreotype also shaped the
appearance of mourning jewelry as “jewelry forms evolved to house photographs,
making it possible for mourners to wear them” (74).

[x]

Not aberrant objects produced only for funerals or created for grieving widows,
mourning rings, lockets, brooches, and a plethora of other forms were items of
everyday life for elites and increasingly, by the nineteenth century, those in
the middle classes.

Throughout the catalogue, Nehama shows how densely enmeshed mourning jewelry
was in larger patterns of life. Not aberrant objects produced only for funerals
or created for grieving widows, mourning rings, lockets, brooches, and a
plethora of other forms were items of everyday life for elites and
increasingly, by the nineteenth century, those in the middle classes. They
exhibit the patina of age and the effects of being handled and worn. In fact,
the catalogue so convincingly places these artifacts within the texture of
everyday life that the designation of mourning jewelry becomes problematic. To
what extent is the category of mourning jewelry a function of the current
collecting market that does not ultimately help to explain period practice? How
separate were these items from regular jewelry and tokens of sentiment? Locks
of hair snipped from a child’'s head as tokens of affection might all too soon
be added to a mourning brooch so that parents could remember a lost toddler.
Similarly, daguerreotypes exchanged by young lovers or husbands and wives and
made into a locket could take on a memorial function after an untimely death.
Is mourning jewelry not defined by the intended function at the time of
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manufacture, but rather by the use to which the owner put a piece of jewelry?
Such slippages encourage us to wonder how separate these items were from
“regular” jewelry. That mourning jewelry'’s styles paralleled shifts in other
kinds of jewelry only complicates its position as a distinct form.

Although the author’s painstaking genealogical research anchors individual
artifacts in time and space, it would have made the catalogue stronger to have
a firmer grounding in actual behaviors and the specific uses of mourning
jewelry. Nehama seems to take for granted that these artifacts were always
primarily intended to forge a personal and emotional connection between the
wearer and the deceased. Certainly mourning jewelry fulfilled this memorial
role, yet how exactly did it do so? Recent works on hair jewelry have started
to explore hair’s physical qualities and the symbolic associations that allowed
hair to play a special role in sparking sentiment. These kinds of more
metaphorical associations are missing in Nehama’'s analysis. Also overlooked are
the potential multiple functions of mourning jewelry. As Nehama notes, but does
not fully explore, these items indicated a wearer’s status (as suggested by the
fact that desire expanded over time to include those of the middle classes).
They could also be used as tools of nation building—for example, those many
mourning pieces that were created upon the deaths of George Washington and
Abraham Lincoln. The catalogue even traces the ways that mourning jewelry could
function as a tool of international diplomacy, as in the ring for Tsar
Alexander I and Empress Elizabeth of Russia that was presented to Louisa
Catherine Adams, who had befriended the couple while her husband, John Quincy
Adams, served as the U.S. Minister to Russia. What impact might these other
uses have had upon the development of the form?

The catalogue also raises interesting questions about gender, demographics, and
transatlantic connections. Nehama notes that by the nineteenth century, women
were “regarded as the primary ‘observers’ of a family’s grief,” and the
catalogue suggests, though it does not explicitly state, that women were the
primary wearers and consumers of these objects (72). This gendered association
is highlighted by the inclusion of a few pieces of jewelry specifically for men
including a stickpin (tie pin) and cufflinks. Nehama mentions other forms of
mourning jewelry that are “distinctly masculine,” such as “watch fobs, and
watch chains,” yet these are the only examples she gives. Are these forms less
common because men were less likely to wear mourning jewelry? Did mourning
jewelry become associated with women because of women’s growing role in the
nineteenth century as keepers of the home and the family? The number of
mourning rings made to commemorate young children and unmarried adults is a
similar theme that emerges, but that is also never fully elucidated.
(Interestingly, these were composed of white rather than traditional black
enamel in order to connote the deceased’s innocence.) Do these examples point
to a larger trend? Were mourning rings more commonly made to memorialize
children than other deceased people? If so, does this suggest that mourning
jewelry was intended in part to help those left behind to grieve during
particularly emotionally devastating deaths?



Finally, the geographic parameters of the catalogue suggest possible questions
of cross-cultural influence and the relatively limited audience for mourning
jewelry. The designation “Anglo-American” is a loose one, and the catalogue
interweaves rings produced in England with those of American manufacture
without always distinguishing whether these items were made in England and used
in North America, or if they are solely English examples. More careful
attention to geographic location might have illuminated transatlantic
connections as well as potential divergences between mourning jewelry made in
England versus America. Considering the specific audience for these pieces
might also have shed light on their function. What was it about this jewelry
that appealed to Anglo-American elites and not Native Americans or African
Americans? Was it solely expense that kept these groups from purchasing
mourning jewelry (suggesting its importance in status definition), or was it
related to divergences in burial practice and mourning traditions?

In Death Lamented raises many questions that I hope other scholars of early
America will pursue. With its careful descriptions and seductive photographs,
this catalogue should be a call to arms for museum professionals to put more
mourning jewelry out on display and for scholars to give these artifacts
greater attention. There is good reason to think that this will happen. The
catalogue participates in two growing trends: works of American history that
study how past peoples viewed and treated death, funeral rituals, and
interments, and studies in art history and the decorative arts that take
seriously jewelry, and more specifically hair jewelry. As scholars continue to
pull apart the connections between mourning jewelry and the complex cultural
practices that shaped it, the seeming conundrum of beautifully embellished
rings becoming repositories of painful sentiment is one that promises to yield
great historical insights.



