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from the editors

W

elcome to the eighth volume of the Virginia Tech Undergraduate
Historical Review! Our team of undergraduate and graduate editors
work to present the best original undergraduate historical research from
Virginia Tech and institutions across the United States. The Review seeks
to provide undergraduate researchers with opportunities to improve their
historical skills, to experience the publishing process, and, ultimately, to
know the joy of seeing their hard work appear in print.
During the review process, we aim to work diligently with all authors who
submit their work and provide them with clear feedback to help them
improve their historical knowledge and skills. Our board of undergraduate editors employs a blind review process, scoring each work according
to a standardized rubric. This rubric emphasizes the author’s engagement
with the secondary literature on the topic, ability to create an argument
from the primary source base, and capacity to clearly articulate ideas. The
excellence of the articles included in this volume stems from our authors’
hard work, dedication, and willingness to accept and employ constructive
feedback, as well as the long hours of analysis and proofreading on the
part of our undergraduate, graduate, and faculty editors.
For volume eight, we have again found new ways to expand the horizons
of the Review with two articles that shine a spotlight on intriguing undergraduate projects that gave Virginia Tech undergraduates opportunities
to explore real-world skills. Of course, as always, we also have several
exemplary works of original historical research.
Volume eight starts off with Rebecca Andrews’s “The People and Motivation Behind the Traitor: Benedict Arnold, 1741–1801,” in which Andrews
uses correspondence between colonial military and civic leaders to weave
a narrative about Arnold’s wounded pride and his journey from revolutionary hero to infamous traitor. Next, Brooks Hayden Romedy explores
the evolving role of racial thought in the folksong collection and revival
movements in “Folksong Collection Practices and the Development of an
Anglo-Saxon America.” Courtney Ebersohl analyzes the intersection of
gender and labor in the lives of freed women in Reconstruction-era Fairfax County, Virginia, in “‘She Would Not Go Anyhow’: Freed Women
in Post–Civil War Fairfax County, 1865–1872.” Finally, in “The Wrath
2

of Kern County: Banning The Grapes of Wrath in the Summer of 1939,”
Gillian Barth looks at the social and political conditions that led to the
banning of the Grapes of Wrath in Kern County, California.
Volume eight also features several pieces that demonstrate the variety of
ways in which undergraduate historians are engaging in the craft. First,
we have the return of our digital history reflection, written this year by
Nala Chehade, winner of the 2018 Virginia Tech Digital History Prize.
Nala talks about the joys and struggles of turning her research article
“Paint & Politics: Analyzing the 2011 Egyptian Revolution Through
Graffiti” (which appeared in volume seven of the Review) into an interactive online map. This year’s volume also includes a new feature entitled
Spotlight on Public History, where we focus in on a public history project
completed by undergraduates at Virginia Tech. This year’s spotlight looks
at the Enacting Freedom: Black Virginians in the Age of Emancipation exhibit
at the American Civil War Museum at Appomattox, which was created
by a team of Virginia Tech undergraduate and graduate students working
under Dr. Paul Quigley. Finally, this year’s volume concludes with Laura
Crowe’s article on undergraduate publishing at Virginia Tech, focusing
on Welcome to the Beatles, a book published by Dr. Robert Stephen’s spring
2018 History Research Seminar class.
We wish to thank the faculty of the History Department for their unwavering support and especially for their willingness to continually push
their students to consider publishing their work. Special thanks is due to
our faculty editor, Dr. Heather Gumbert, for her tireless work and careful
eye. Thanks also go out to the chair of the department, Dr. Mark Barrow,
as well as the founder of the VTUHR, Dr. Robert Stephens. This volume
would not have been possible without the diligent work of our undergraduate editors and the many undergraduates who chose to submit their
work to our publication. Special thanks are also due to the faculty and
undergraduates who agreed to be interviewed for our spotlight features.
Finally, thanks also go out to you, dear reader, for without you we would
be speaking to an empty room. Your support of undergraduate historical
research gives us the heart to go on.

Heath Furrow & Tyler Balli
Managing Editors
May 15, 2019
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Benedict Arnold, 1879. Copy of engraving by H. B. Hall after John Trumball. Courtesy
of the National Archives and Records Administration. Image in public domain.

The People and
Motivation Behind
the Traitor
Benedict Arnold, 1741–1801
Rebecca Andrews

East Carolina University

W

hen Major John André of the British forces was captured by
three colonists, no one expected to unearth the most infamous
scandal of the American Revolution. The next day, General Benedict
Arnold, the proud patriot, fled to British controlled New York and
soon was deemed a traitor. This surprising sequence of events has
perplexed historians for many years. They have attempted to analyze
the motives for the turn of one of Washington’s most trusted generals. Further examination of the mystery has led many historians to
conclude that the proud man felt disrespected by the Continental
Congress. The feeling of mistreatment, coupled with friends equally
dissatisfied with Congress, led to Arnold’s disenchantment with the
Revolution.1 Due to his contentious relationship with Congress, and
some suspicious friendships, Arnold gradually came to resent the very
cause that had elevated him to fame: the fight for freedom from Britain.
Benedict Arnold grew up in a family that was prosperous until his
father’s poor business decisions left the family bankrupt. Benedict’s
Clare Brandt, The Man in the Mirror: A Life of Benedict Arnold (New York: Random
House, 1994); James Thomas Flexner, The Traitor and the Spy (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and Company, 1953); James Kirby Martin, Benedict Arnold, Revolutionary Hero:
An American Warrior Reconsidered (New York: New York University Press, 1997);
Barry K. Wilson, Benedict Arnold: A Traitor in our Midst (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2001).
1
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mother, though penniless, kept the airs of her former position. Arnold
swore never to end up as his mother: a woman pitied by the town.2 His
sense of pride followed him throughout his life; this pride led to his
downfall. With his family broke, Arnold left school and could only
find employment as an apothecary apprentice to his mother’s cousins.
After both his father and mother died, Arnold traveled to Europe to
buy supplies for his own apothecary. Along with his only surviving
family member, Hannah, Arnold opened an apothecary in New Haven, Connecticut. After passage of the Sugar Act in 1764, Arnold soon
began smuggling goods between the Indies and New Haven, consequently breaking British law in the process.3 Once word reached New
Haven about the battle at Lexington and Concord in 1775, the fame
hungry Arnold quickly gathered his militia and took them into action.4
Though he was not involved in any conflict at the time, this started a
career that would bring Arnold the fame he coveted.
Once the war started, Arnold soon realized that the British colony of
Canada could prove to be a key foothold for the colonies. He set his
sights accordingly on Fort Ticonderoga, on the shores of Lake Champlain. After convincing Dr. Joseph Warren and Samuel Adams of the
importance of the northern territories, Arnold’s plan was brought to
the colonial assembly. Upon approval, Arnold received a colonel’s
commission.5 Arriving in New Jersey as the highest-ranking officer, Arnold wrongly assumed he would take over in command. Yet upon his
arrival, he discovered that Ethan Allen, James Easton, and Seth Warner had already distributed power amongst themselves in accordance
to the amount of men each had brought with them. Shocked that he
was not given control, Arnold became belligerent about his right to
command the troops as the senior officer. This created tension between him and the troops—so much so, that the other men almost left
the entire operation.6 Faced with an impending revolt and daunted by
the task at hand, Arnold and Allen unwillingly agreed to participate in
Flexner, The Traitor and the Spy, 4.
Flexner, The Traitor and the Spy, 11–14.
4
Like many other New England men, Arnold had joined a militia in 1774 and in
March of 1775 was elected captain; Martin, Benedict Arnold, Revolutionary Hero, 61–62.
5
Wilson, Benedict Arnold, 34.
6
Edward Mott to the Massachusetts Congress, May 11, 1775, in the American Archives, Northern Illinois University Digital Library, http://amarch.lib.niu.edu/islandora/object/niu-amarch%3A83973.
2
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joint-command of the unit. Despite this contention, during the attack
on Ticonderoga, the officers’ cooperation became quite useful. The
rough Allen called for surrender by threat of violence, while Arnold
made an appeal to maintain order and validate their siege by presenting Captain Delaplace with his commission from the Massachusetts
Congress.7 After Arnold’s success at Ticonderoga, he expected direct
praise of his performance. However, the Massachusetts Congress
thanked him for his service, and never publicly recognized Arnold’s
personal achievements. The proud man could only perceive this omission as an intentional slight against him.8
Although Arnold had shown skill as a commander, he wanted to step
down. The Massachusetts Congress sought and found a replacement
for him, but at a more junior level. Arnold saw the installation of an
officer at the same rank but with less seniority as an intentional underestimation of his competency. In addition, he had been refused reimbursement for the personal money he had spent for the patriot cause.
Insulted, the proud colonel felt he had no other option but to resign
his current commission.9 Affronted by the audacity of the Massachusetts Congress to send a man lacking experience as his replacement,
Arnold went on the offensive. Historians have had a difficult time interpreting Arnold’s next actions. It appears that Arnold and his troops
took Edward Mott and several of his men hostage aboard the Schooner
USS Liberty for no apparent reason. Mott later accused Arnold of inciting his men and encouraging them to sail to the British with intent
to surrender themselves and the schooner. Arnold, of course, refuted
all claims made by Mott, asserting that he was as much a hostage as everyone else aboard the ship.10 While neither Mott’s nor Arnold’s story
has ever been verified, the implication of culpability on Arnold’s part
vilified him in the eyes of many members of Congress.
Two years later, in 1777, Arnold was dealt another shock from Congress
when they passed him over for a promotion. Yet again he found himJames L. Nelson, Benedict Arnold’s Navy: The Ragtag Fleet that Lost the Battle of Lake
Champlain but Won the American Revolution (Camden, ME: International Marine/
McGraw-Hill, 2006), 34–35.
8
Clare Brandt, The Man in the Mirror, 34–35.
9
Benedict Arnold to the Massachusetts committee, June 24, 1775, in the American
Archives.
10
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 37.
7
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self being surpassed by soldiers who lacked his own seniority. Arnold,
who firmly believed in the traditional hierarchy, was astounded that
he was overlooked in favor of five younger officers. Writing to General
Washington, Arnold conveyed his disappointment with Congress:
Congress has doubtless a right to promote those . . . they esteem as more
deserving. . . . Their promoting junior officers to the rank of Major General,
I view as a very civil way of requesting my resignation, as unqualified for
the office I hold. . . . My commission . . . [I] received with pleasure only as a
means of serving my country, with equal pleasure I resign it, when I can no
longer serve my country with honor.11

Humiliated that younger and inferior officers were presented the
promotion Arnold was in line to receive, it seems that he felt the only
way he was able to save face was to resign; Congress no longer wanted
him, so he no longer wanted them. Congress had recently initiated a
cap system on the number of officers of a certain rank each state could
have, which adversely impacted Arnold, as Connecticut had already
met its allotment for major generals. Washington understood
Arnold’s disillusionment with a system that promoted soldiers not
necessarily upon merit but rather upon which state possessed fewer
officers of that rank. Accordingly, Washington requested Arnold to
delay his resignation in order for Congress to fully assess the situation.12 Just nine days after Arnold penned his letter of resignation
to Washington, Arnold found himself in Philadelphia. Rather than
addressing his concerns of promotion or their debt to him, Congress
chose to discuss the list of John Brown’s complaints against Arnold’s
conduct in Ticonderoga. While they acquitted Arnold from the charge
of treason, they did nothing about his other pressing concerns.
General Phillip Schuyler, an old mentor and friend of Arnold’s, was
also in Philadelphia to address charges. Schuyler and Horatio Gates,
another one of Arnold’s mentors, were both caught in a bitter feud
which would soon entangle Arnold himself. Though Arnold avoided
taking sides for most of the debacle, in Philadelphia he seemed to supBenedict Arnold to George Washington, March 11, 1777, in George Washington Papers, Library of Congress Digital Archives, https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gwhtml/
gwhome.html.
12
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 118.
11
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port Schuyler’s side slightly more than Gates’s.13 This began a partnership that would quickly be strengthened when Arnold headed to
Albany to meet Schuyler’s northern army, hoping to bolster his relationship and position with Schuyler.14
The day Arnold received his orders to go to Albany, he sent John Hancock a letter once again addressing his current rank in regard to serving with Arthur St. Clair, one of the officers promoted ahead of him:
My being someone since superseded by a number of junior officers, which is
generally, but by the army in particular, viewed as an implied impeachment
of my character and declaration of Congress that they thought me unqualified for the post that fell to me in the common line of promotions. I therefore hope Congress will do me the favor to accept my resignation . . . from a
real conviction that it is not in my power to serve my country in the present
rank I hold.15

Though Arnold had submitted his third resignation in two years, he
still followed his orders to New York with General Schuyler, claiming
to disregard tension regarding rank for the benefit of the country.16
While he was in New York, Congress decided to again deny Arnold’s
request to become a major general. Unfortunately, Congress did not
deny him because he did not deserve the advancement but rather
because he had asked for it. To succumb to Arnold’s demands would
make Congress appear vulnerable.17
The ongoing feud between Schuyler and Gates continued to simmer
after Arnold joined Schuyler in New York. After losing Fort Ticonderoga, Phillip Schuyler was worried that he would be blamed for
the failure. When Congress gave Major General Horatio Gates command of the Canadian campaign, it seemed that Schuyler’s fears were
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 122–24.
Martin, Benedict Arnold, Revolutionary Hero, 98.
15
Benedict Arnold to John Hancock, July 11, 1777, quoted in Brandt, Man in the Mirror,
124–25.
16
George Washington to Phillip Schuyler, July 18, 1777, in The Writings of George
Washington (Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1937),
8:427.
17
John Laurens to John Rutledge, August 12, 1777, in The Papers of Henry Laurens, ed.
C. James Taylor, David Chesnutt, David Fischer, and Peggy Clark (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1988), 11:448.
13

14
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confirmed. When Gates arrived in Albany, the troops in Canada were
retreating. This led to Schuyler claiming Gates had no army to command and therefore no position. Gates on the other hand, claimed
that even though the troops were no longer in Canada he was still
their commander. Unable to reach a consensus, the two commanders
left it to Congress to pick which one of them was in charge. Congress
refused to grant Gates command over the well-connected Schuyler.18
As neither of the commanders was granted superiority over the other
by Congress, Gates was allowed to maintain command of the Canadian campaign. This also permitted Schuyler to keep his command of
the rest of the Northern Department. Since Arnold had been a general officer in the Quebec campaign, he was to serve directly under
Gates.
With Schuyler and Gates feuding, Arnold would have to choose a side
eventually. When Gates gave Arnold command of an entire division,
it seemed that Arnold was bound to side with him. However, Schuyler
had something Arnold had always wanted: a position in society. While
Gates was from humble origins in England, Schuyler was born to a
prominent family in New York. Because of his elite status in society,
friendship with Schuyler allowed Arnold to form connections with
prominent individuals. Without Schuyler, Arnold could not have
hoped to move among these high-ranking members of society.19 Matthew Clarkson, Richard Varick, and Henry Livingston were examples
of the distinguished members of society that friendship with Schuyler brought. And they soon became acquainted with Arnold. Varick
already held a position in the army on his own account, but Arnold
hired both Clarkson and Livingston to serve as personal aides. While
Arnold believed whom he formed friendships with did not constitute
picking a side in the feud, Gates saw the group of Schuyler loyalists,
formed by Arnold, as a clear indication of where Arnold’s loyalty lay.20
By regularly associating with Varick and employing both Clarkson and
Livingston, Arnold had inadvertently shown Gates that his loyalty to
Schuyler remained and tensions rose accordingly. Arnold confronted
Gates when Gates contradicted a set of commands Gates himself had
Martin, Benedict Arnold, Revolutionary Hero, 227–29.
Flexner, The Traitor and the Spy, 169.
20
Martin, Benedict Arnold, Revolutionary Hero, 369–70.
18
19
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given him. Still driven by concerns about his image, Arnold felt Gates
had made him appear a fool. Tensions flared yet again when Burgoyne
and his British forces attacked, and Gates made the battle-driven
Arnold wait rather than attack upon initiation of the battle. Incensed
that he could do nothing while his counterparts took part in the action, Arnold uncharacteristically remained where he was ordered—for
a time. Eventually no longer able to idly stand by, Arnold confronted
Gates and demanded his troops be allowed to target the weak part of
the British front. While Gates eventually agreed to Arnold’s strategy,
the vulnerable center had gained reinforcements by that time, leading
to a hard-fought battle with no victor. Once the battle was over, Gates
made no mention of Arnold’s strategy or his heroics during the battle
to Congress, but rather only mentioned the troops’ behavior.21 When
Arnold confronted Gates about the omission, Gates revealed that
Congress had accepted Arnold’s resignation of July 1777, an event of
which Arnold had yet to be informed. According to Gates, this demonstrated that Arnold had no standing as a regular officer and therefore deserved no recognition. While many speculated as to the reason of the confrontation, Livingston constructed the most poignant
justification; in a letter to Schuyler, he attributed the new animosity
towards Arnold to his and Schuyler’s friendship. Confounded that
Congress had accepted his resignation, Arnold hastily announced his
withdrawal from his post in order to approach Congress. But before
he could embark to Philadelphia, the British struck again, and unlike
the previous battle, Arnold did not stay put. Though he had given his
resignation to Congress, he could not squander his chance to garner a
victory in Canada and decided to go to battle. Charging forward upon
his horse, he eventually crushed his leg that had previously been shot
in Canada.22
Arnold was sidelined from the battlefield by the wounds he suffered in
the charge, but Washington offered him the position of military governor of Philadelphia. Feeling defeated, Arnold traveled to Philadelphia.
Not only was he no longer considered fit for field duty and therefore
confined to govern a city, Arnold was also “honored” with a promotion to major general. While that promotion may seem to be a longawaited victory for him, Arnold perceived it instead as a drastic loss
21
22

Flexner, The Traitor and the Spy, 175.
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 128–39.
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since his seniority was not restored over the junior officers who had
been promoted over him.
Arnold soon found himself in a new predicament involving the
rightful ownership of trade goods, when one Robert Shewell Jr.
appeared in camp requesting a pass to Virginia. The request in
itself was not odd, but Shewell was a known Tory sympathizer and
requesting a pass from the Patriots was his last chance to avoid
their seizure of his goods. Though it was well known that Congress
would soon be signing an ordinance that cut Philadelphia trade off,
Arnold signed the pass for Shewell’s schooner, the Charming Nancy.23 Trouble ensued when Shewell and company were captured by a
Pennsylvania privateer, Samuel Ingersoll, as Shewell had also acquired a pass from the British. Desiring the contraband aboard the
ship, Ingersoll soon ventured to the New Jersey Court of Admiralty
to obtain the commodities. Upon hearing that the harbor in which
the Charming Nancy docked was soon to be attacked by the British,
Shewell and company pleaded with Arnold to send wagons to New
Jersey to save their assets. Consequently, several wagons reserved
for the use of the revolutionary militias reached Egg Harbor to
rescue what were essentially British trade goods at Arnold’s order.24
Arnold’s involvement became even more questionable when the
owners of the Charming Nancy enlisted a shopkeeper, Stephen Collins, to dispose of their merchandise for a commission. Thereafter
the three owners could collect half of the money, with the remaining half to be collected by Arnold. When Arnold then proceeded
to personally go to Collins’s shop and sign for his portion of the
money, he implicated himself as someone invested in the venture,
calling into question whether or not he had been involved since
the beginning of the trade or if he had eventually become involved
simply due to a desperate plea by Shewell and company to save their
property.25
Though it was extremely hard to prove any actual charges against
Arnold, he was subsequently court-martialed. In order to convict
Richard K. Murdoch, “Benedict Arnold and the Owners of the Charming Nancy,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 84, no. 1 (1960): 35–36.
24
Wilson, Benedict Arnold, 152.
25
Murdoch, “Benedict Arnold and the Owners of the Charming Nancy,” 37–42.
23
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Arnold of any wrong doing, it was essential to demonstrate that he
knew about Congress’s new resolution about Philadelphia trade before
the pass was given to Shewell. It was also vital to show that Arnold
became a partner in this venture before the controversial pass was administered. Not being able to concretely prove most of the accusations
against him, the court only found him guilty of neglecting his duty by
allowing the Charming Nancy to leave the port and commandeering the
wagons to move the goods.26 The proud Arnold was already outraged
at the audacity of Congress to call his judgment into question, and
he was about to receive a scolding from one of the men he admired
most. On April 6, 1780, General Washington outlined the charges
and whether Arnold was to be found guilty of them. The court had
sentenced Arnold to receive a public reprimand from Washington.
This was delivered in the General’s general order after he discussed
the charges against Arnold.27 While the admonition given was mild,
the respectable Arnold would struggle to forget the reprimand that he
deemed as an attack on his character.
Valuing his reputation above all else, Arnold could not tolerate when
someone dared to question his character in any fashion. Entering the
war in hopes of creating a respectable place in society for himself, he
had managed to become a hero only to watch his reputation become
tarnished by multiple accusations. Arnold had earned enough respect
in the beginning of his career to be elected the Captain of his militia
and then granted the title of Colonel by Congress. Both of these acts
allowed Arnold to start his military career and therefore garner praise
from prominent individuals such as George Washington. When writing to Congress concerning Arnold’s eventual promotion, Washington had praised both Congress’s decision and Arnold’s character: “He
[Arnold] has certainly discovered, in every instance where he has had
an opportunity, much bravery, activity, and enterprise.”28 Though he
had won praise and admiration throughout his career, Arnold was no
stranger to controversy. He had been accused of treason by Edward
Proceedings of the Supreme Executive Council of the State of Pennsylvania in the Case of
Major General Arnold (Philadelphia: Hall and Sellers, 1779), 7.
27
General Orders, Morristown, April 6, 1780, in The Writings of George Washington,
18:222–25.
28
George Washington to the President of Congress, Morristown, May 5, 1777, in The
Writings of George Washington, 8:16.
26
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Mott, skipped over his due promotion, refused due credit, promoted
but refused restoration of his seniority, considered an invalid by the
army, and accused of questionable actions by his once trusted mentor.
During the court-martial and with his insecurities growing, Arnold
started courting a Tory, Peggy Shippen, and eventually married her.
While Peggy’s father refused to take sides during the war, Peggy had
spent a considerable amount of time with British officers before the
Patriots arrived. A friend of the British general John André, Peggy
soon introduced her friend and husband. This would mark the start of
one of the most infamous events in American history. Some historians
theorize that it was over the new couple’s honeymoon that treason
was initially discussed.29 Peggy, young, adventurous, and loyal to the
British cause, may well have been the catalyst in Arnold’s change of
allegiance. Once together, the new couple contacted Peggy’s old friend
André and the path to treason began. As one of Washington’s most
trusted generals, Arnold was extremely valuable to the British; however, he needed something valuable that would secure his position in
British society once he was able to publicly join them.
West Point was extremely critical to both the British and the Patriots
because it had the capability to split the colonies in half. British control of the fort would lead to diminished communication and trade
between the former colonies, which could very well lead to the end
of the war in favor of the British. Still in negotiation with André and
Henry Clinton of the British, Arnold knew they could not turn down
his offer if he could hand over West Point. Although he did not have
command of the fort yet, he promised to deliverer it once he was in
command.30 Only asking for property and money, Arnold was ready
to betray the country that had wronged him for so long.31 The next
task Arnold had was convincing Washington that he should entrust
him with West Point. On August 3, 1780, Arnold was successful in his
quest for command of the fort.32
Brandt, Man in the Mirror; Flexner, Traitor and the Spy.
Benedict Arnold to John André, July 12, 1780, in The Sir Henry Clinton Collection, ed.
Cynthia Ghering, Kate Foster, Melissa McCollum, and Michelle Light (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan, 1999).
31
Benedict Arnold to John André, July 15, 1780, in The Sir Henry Clinton Collection.
32
George Washington to Benedict Arnold, 3 August 1780, in The Writings of George
Washington, 19:309.
29
30
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Desiring a government and comrades that would value him the way
he felt he deserved, Arnold began to betray the country he could now
only feel apathy towards. Arnold continued to communicate with his
wife’s friend André. Finally, on September 20, Arnold issued a pass
for a John Anderson, John André’s alias, and gave it to Joshua Smith.
Smith, who lived nearby, would be able to escort André through enemy lines.33 After all this time solely conversing through coded letters,
André and Arnold finally met face to face to discuss the details of the
treason. Arnold haggled over money, refusing to betray West Point if
the amount was not right. Once remuneration was decided, the two
soldiers discussed strategy, debating whether Washington should be at
the fort when it was handed over to the British, the amount of ammunition that should be left at the fort, and other plans to make the fort
both vulnerable and a worthy prize.
The meeting went smoothly, but the execution was a catastrophe. After their meeting Arnold promptly returned to his house, where Peggy
awaited him. André, who was supposed to head back on the ship the
Vulture, stayed the night at Smith’s, since the ship had to flee after being attacked.34 André then took the dangerous trip to British lines with
Smith, who unknowingly escorted a spy, not the Patriot John Anderson. Because of the lack of knowledge on Smith’s part, the trip was not
taken in haste, and he managed to talk to almost every Patriot he saw.
Abandoned by his companion at the British lines, André felt relief for
the first time since his excursion had begun. Only fifteen miles from
the next royal outpost, he had safely made his way through enemy
lines and believed he was safe. However, near Tarrytown, André was
stopped by three men. He then proceeded to profess to being a British
officer, but soon suspected he would need his pass from Arnold to appease these men, who seemed to be Patriots. In hopes of finding money, the men made André strip. Finding nothing, they finally searched
his boots and found papers that the major had hidden in his stocking.
Realizing he was a spy, André’s captors escorted him to Lieutenant
Colonel John Jameson.35
Arnold was suspected by Jameson, who informed Washington of the
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 214–15.
Brandt, Man in the Mirror, 217–18.
35
Flexner, Traitor and the Spy, 342–60.
33

34

15

capture of André. Arnold had time to flee to British-controlled land;
however, André was not so lucky, as he was soon hanged for espionage
by the Patriots. Arnold maintained Peggy’s innocence in the plot, penning a letter to Washington pleading for mercy for his wife, who, he
claimed, knew nothing of the deed.36 After being categorically humiliated by Congress and his fellow soldiers, Arnold had become hateful
to the cause he once championed in hopes of finding respect in a new
country. With André’s capture, Arnold was marginalized yet again.
His former comrades admired André’s composure in face of certain
death, and his new country mourned a hero and received a traitor.
Arnold succeeded in his quest for fame, but not in the way he had
intended. Instead of being memorialized as a hero, his betrayal has become infamous in the United States. A man who valued his reputation
and did not forgive easily, Arnold could not accept the mistreatment
he experienced at the hand of the Patriot forces. Pointedly denied
recognition for his ingenuity, refused a promotion that he believed
was due to him to make way for junior officers in order to fulfill a cap
system, mistreated by Gates, subjected to public ridicule by Washington and his court-martial, and then denied his seniority once given
the rank of major general was all too much for Arnold to handle. Once
married to Peggy, a Tory sympathizer, the choice was clear: either be
subjected to more ridicule or find a hero’s reputation in Britain. However, seen as a traitor in Britain as well, Arnold was often ignored and
ultimately did not die the death of a hero but rather a pariah.

Benedict Arnold to George Washington, September 25, 1780, in George Washington Papers, Library of Congress Digital Archives, https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/
gwhtml/gwhome.html.
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Francis James Child, between 1890 and 1910. Courtesy of the Library of
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Folksong Collection
Practices
The Development of an
Anglo-Saxon America
Brooks Hayden Romedy
Virginia Tech

J

ust over four hundred years ago, Elizabethan England sought to
establish itself in the New World. Vessels of lumber rode the wind,
and, ship by ship, members of all walks of English society began to
populate this vast “new” territory. Soon to follow were enslaved
peoples of Africa, other peoples from the British Isles, and an increasing number of people from the European mainland. These diverse
groups, which ended up on the North American continent for their
own reasons, began to settle the land, moving westward, percolating through the mountains and spilling onto the plains. With each of
these groups came unique musical styles and traditions. As in their
native land, these many veins of music were passed down through the
generations by word of mouth and continued to spread throughout
the countryside.
In this diverse, evolving world, music traditions, which never would
have met in their homelands, not only coexisted but thrived together.
The oral transmission of musical knowledge from one generation to
the next facilitated intercultural sharing of musical ideas. As English
became the lingua franca of North America and different EuropeanAmerican groups met and intermarried, multicultural musical traditions increasingly emerged. Similarly, slave masters taught their slaves
to play the music of their own mother countries, prompting the ad21

aptation of European musical elements within African musical traditions; in turn enslaved people shared this mixture of European and
African music with the lower socioeconomic classes of white Americans.1 This is evident in the folk music traditions of the Appalachian
Mountains, where one might find the banjo, an instrument of African
origin, featuring a prominent role in a song of the Anglo-Celtic tradition, or a German tune being sung in English, played on the mountain
dulcimer, an instrument with its roots in Germany.2 This intercultural
web of musical ideas birthed many popular American music genres,
such as rock ’n’ roll, bluegrass, jazz, and the blues.
The folk music of America was formed by those who performed it,
and enough cannot be said about the importance of the people who
created the music and experienced it. However, academic scholarship
has had a profound influence on the way we perceive and understand
the various forms and iterations of folk music on the North American
continent. This paper traces the efforts of many academics and independent song-catchers who traveled the American countryside documenting folk music traditions, thus enabling later generations to enjoy,
experience, and experiment with the musical fruit of these traditions.3
Francis James Child laid the groundwork for future academics and
“song-catchers” with his monumental collections of British ballads,
collected in both the British Isles and North America. Later, Cecil J.
Sharp would expand on Child’s work, collecting more ballads, as well
as more variations of the ballads identified by Child. The cumulative
years of academic interest in British folk tunes resulted in a narrow
Fred J. Hay, “Black Musicians in Appalachia: An Introduction to Affrilachian Music,” Black Music Research Journal 23, no. ½ (Spring–Autumn 2003): 8.
2
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 3. Gourd-banjos were documented amongst slaves in the
Caribbean and North America. The banjo is related to the West-African akonting,
and traditional banjo playing styles such as “claw-hammer” are representative of
akonting playing technique. Ron Gibson, “A Brief History of the Appalachian
Mountain Dulcimer,” Ron Gibson Mountain Dulcimers, last updated 2016, https://
gibsondulcimers.com/dulcimer_history.html. Elvis Presley popularized a translated
German folk song “Wooden Heart,” in which he sang a portion of the original verses
in German.
3
“‘Songcatchers,’ these brave souls [who] ventured into areas of the continent known
to be insular, inaccessible, and wary of outsiders . . . to document ways of life thought
to be quickly vanishing.” Scott B. Spencer, ed., The Ballad Collectors of North America:
How Gathering Folksongs Transformed Academic Thought and American Identity (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2012), 1.
1
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view of American folk music as essentially British. In the early twentieth century, academic song-catchers viewed the Appalachian Mountains as a living museum of America’s “contemporary ancestors.” Its
people were romanticized as direct descendants of Elizabethan English
colonists, who in their isolation, poverty, and racial purity maintained
the oral culture of Anglo-Saxon peasantry.4 Many scholars, such as
Fred J. Hay, have contested this notion and highlighted the immense
influence of Africans on the region’s folk music, as well as that of other
European ethnicities. Yet in doing so, much of the academic debate
over the origins and influence of different ethnicities on American
folk music has simply served to lay claim to something that was once
deemed essentially British.5 Scholars have not given attention to how
these conceptions of “contemporary ancestors’” music arose in the
first place.6 Along the same lines, scholars have debated the selectivity
and supposed “bowdlerizing” practices of specific figures within the
folksong collection scene. Some scholars have accused Cecil Sharp of
seeking to prove the narrative of pure Elizabethan English ancestry
within Appalachian people. Other scholars, such as Brian Peters, have
defended Sharp, stating he had no narrative to prove and merely pursued British folk tunes out of his own personal interest in the material.
However, no one has explored how these influential song-catchers’
cumulative collection practices gradually developed into an exclusively
British folk music narrative.7
I argue that early folksong collectors and folk music researchers in
America, such as Francis J. Child and Cecil Sharp, conducted their
research with a specific interest in British folk music. They did so due
to their fascination with the vernacular medium of expression and the
potential for contemporary folk music to preserve older means of cultural expression. They did not set out to cultivate a vision of Appalachian folk music as a pure Anglo-Saxon survival, yet they did exclude
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 3.
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 1–19. This article highlights the influence and presence of
black Americans in Appalachian traditional music, as well as the genres that grew
from it.
6
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 3.
7
Michael Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004; online ed., 2008), http://www.oxforddnb.
com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e36040?&mediaType=Article.
4
5

23

the musical traditions of other cultures that did not fall within the
scope of their research. A later generation, exemplified by John Powell,
would utilize the works of Child and Sharp to promote their vision of
Appalachian people as “pure” Anglo-Saxon remnants. To establish
this narrative, I will examine the work and motivation of Francis James
Child, who through the comprehensiveness and sheer volume of his
work laid the foundation for future song-catchers and folklorists. I will
also look at the work and motivations of Cecil J. Sharp, who, roughly
twenty years after Child, began work in America on a collection of
folksongs that would rise to equal prominence within the realm of
American folksong documentation. Finally, I will examine the folk
revival scene in the Appalachian Mountains during the 1930s by highlighting the works and activities of the influential John Powell, who led
the resurgence of the material of these past song collectors under an
Anglo-essentialist light.
American “Song-Catching”
Folksong collection in America began in the mid-nineteenth century
with an initial interest in folk tunes from the British Isles. By 1857
American scholar and Harvard professor Francis James Child began
his lifelong work of documenting all of the English and Scottish ballads and their extant variants that he could find. These ballads became
canonized as the Child Ballads, and many scholars continued to analyze them in his wake. Thus the Child Ballads laid the foundation for
subsequent academic forays into American folk music, with an emphasis on those originating from the British Isles. English scholar, musician, and folklorist Cecil J. Sharp followed Francis J. Child in influence
within the field of British folklore in America. Having previously done
extensive work on English Folk music and dance within Great Britain,
he continued this line of work in America in 1916.8 Sharp documented
not only the lyrical content of the folksongs he discovered in America,
but also provided musical notation for the melodic structure of many
of these tunes, preserving their musical content for future generations.9 Though there had been many Americans who were independently documenting the vernacular music of their region, it was the
Michael Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
Cecil J. Sharp, English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, vol 1., ed. Maud
Karpeles (Windsor, CT: Loomis House Press, 2012).
8
9
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work of this international “expert” in the field that defined this stage
of American folksong collection.10 In subsequent years, with the proliferation of portable audio recording devices, an increasing number
of academics and aspiring song-catchers took to the hills in hopes of
documenting and preserving vernacular music traditions that were
rapidly becoming extinct.11
By the 1930s the eastern United States was experiencing a minor folk
revival inspired by the material documented by these various songcatchers. With Anglo-American music festivals springing up throughout the eastern mountains, the popularity and awareness of these
folk tunes expanded so much that the President invited Appalachian
musicians to give performances of their music in the White House,
which were then broadcasted internationally.12 Virginian composer
and musician John Powell was at the forefront of the Anglo-American
folk revival and was a major force in bringing its music to the masses
through his own compositions, as well as concerts and music festivals.
The same motivation behind the documentation and preservation of
folk music had expanded to public performances of the same material:
performers sought to not only document dying traditions but also facilitate their greater exposure to a wider audience while the traditions
were still alive.
In this era of revival, especially on America’s East Coast and in the
Appalachian Mountains, there was an overt partiality for BritishAmerican music and a neglect of other oral traditions.13 Interest in
preserving British vernacular music had expanded into an interest in
reconnecting with a romanticized Anglo-Saxon past. It is important to
note that those involved in documenting and reviving these folk traditions differentiated English songs from Scottish songs, but at the end
of the day their focus was on music rooted in the whole of the British
oral tradition as a collective entity, to the exclusion of other traditions.
An example of such an American is Olive Dame Campbell, who Sharp maintained
close collaboration with.
11
A notable example would be Alan Lomax, who was the son of a folklorist and songcatcher himself.
12
“The Papers of John Powell, 1888–1978,” University of Virginia Special Collections,
Charlottesville, Virginia.
13
“The Papers of John Powell,” UVA Special Collections.
10
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At the same as performers sought to revive songs derived from the
British folk tradition, the Federal Music Program, a federal program
through the Depression-era New Deal, sponsored research into the
folk music of many other cultures and regions.14 Over time, despite
earlier song-catchers’ focus on British tunes, the wider public increasingly became aware of vernacular music traditions in America
that originated outside of the British Isles and a multicultural view
of what constituted American folk music began to emerge. Due to
the proliferation of different lineages of folk music, as well as the
acknowledgment of the diversity of influence within long-recognized
American musical traditions, folk music became widely seen as a unifying force spanning the well of America’s deep and diverse cultural
origin, symbolizing its sonic heritage; the Anglo-centric origins of
the folk revival movement were largely forgotten.15
Francis James Child
Born in Boston on February 1, 1825, Francis James Child grew to be the
predominant authority on English and Scottish folklore and balladry.
Child attended Boston public schools and, upon graduation, enrolled
at Harvard University. There he was described as “the best writer, best
speaker, best mathematician, and the most accomplished person in
knowledge of general literature.” He graduated at the top of his class in
1846.16 He went on to continue his studies in Germany, where he studied English drama and German philology at the University of Göttingen and Humboldt University. While there, Child attended lectures
James P. Leary, “The Discovery of Finnish American Folk Music,” Scandinavian
Studies 73, no. 3 (Fall 2001): 475–92; Audra Bellmore and Amy Jackson, “The New
Mexico Federal Music Project: Embodying the Regional Spirit of Roosevelt’s New
Deal,” Notes 69, no. 1 (September 2012): 23–43. Researchers of the Federal Music
Project (FMP) took notice of Finnish American folk music, and extensive work was
conducted in New Mexico on tunes of Spanish origin.
15
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 13. Pete Seeger, a prominent folk-revivalist from the 1930s to
1960s, wrote a song, “All Mixed Up,” which encapsulates this American melting pot.
The lyrics describe the multicultural input that formed the English language and diet of
modern Americans and finishes with a strong statement towards celebrating differences
and similarities. There is a live recording on his album Strangers and Cousins, in which he
gives an introduction further describing his worldview of the melting pot.
16
Scott B. Spencer, ed., The Ballad Collectors of North America: How Gathering Folksongs Transformed Academic Thought and American Identity (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow
Press, 2012), 1.
14
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by the Brothers Grimm, who would leave a lasting impact on him and
his interest in folklore. At the age of twenty-six Child returned to the
United States and became the Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard University. In 1876 Child became the first professor of
English at Harvard University.
In 1857, nearly 250 years after the first English ballads landed on American shores, Francis James Child began to collect, document, and
publish all that he could find.17 By the time of his death he had published a monumental five-volume work entitled English and Scottish
Popular Ballads, encompassing over 1,200 versions of 305 ballads, as
well as other academic research into other forms of English poetry.18
This monumental achievement became canonized as the Child Ballads
and was the foundation for further research into British folk music. In
his song collection, Child included 30 versions of 18 ballads found on
the North American continent. He included them to substantiate his
distinct focus on the European aspects of balladry and suggested there
might be a wealth of ballads yet to be discovered in America.19 Indeed,
future song collectors would find variations of ballads documented by
Child and would refer to them by their number in Child’s collection,
expanding the well of balladry he laid down. For example, Cecil Sharp
published three more versions of Child Ballad no. 26, “The Three Ravens,” in his folksong collections from the Appalachian Mountains.20
Indeed, Child’s own student and protégé George Lyman Kittredge
encouraged his own students to venture out into the American countryside and collect further variants of these ballads.21
Having studied under the Brothers Grimm, Child perceived a close linguistic and cultural relationship shared by all European nations of the
C. E. Norton, “Francis James Child,” in Proceedings of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences 32 (1896–1897): 336.
18
“[Child] issued a five-volume edition of Spenser’s poems and the influential Observations on the Language of Chaucer. And he introduced generations of undergraduates
to these poets, to Shakespeare, and to the Romantics.” John Burgess, “Francis James
Child,” Harvard Magazine, May–June 2008.
19
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 3.
20
Sharp, English Folk Songs, 63–64.
21
“Kittredge co-published some of the first orally obtained ballads from North
America . . . among Kittredge’s many students was John Harrington Cox, who in 1925
published a large collection of West Virginia folksong . . . as Folk-Songs of the South.”
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 13.
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Indo-European language family. He set out with a goal to document every traditional ballad and its extant variants to construct the most authentic, unadulterated version, striving to create an Ur-ballad of sorts.22
Collecting staggering numbers of variants enabled Child to compare
them and develop the archetype of each ballad found within the British
oral tradition. For example, Child included twenty-eight versions of
Ballad no. 173, “Mary Hamilton,” and eighteen versions of Ballad no. 58,
“Sir Patrick Spens.”23 Child examined parallels between the stories of
these British ballads and the oral-based literatures of other European
nations. This is evident in the vast amount of foreign language sources
he used to place these ballads within a wider proto-pan-European folk
cultural narrative.24 Child often noted parallels between these ballads
and the stories found within wider Germanic literature, such as the
Edda of Iceland.25 In addition to using many foreign language sources,
Child maintained close correspondence with international scholars
such as Danish folklorist Svend Grundtvig and relied on his own experience of learning from German folklorists the Brothers Grimm while
studying in Germany.26 Thus, much of Child’s work on English and
Scottish ballads extended far beyond regional documentation of these
two groups’ folklore. Child’s scholarly field is described, by Sigurd Bernhard Hustvedt in Ballad Books and Ballad Men, as “literary genealogy,”
foreshadowing its tenuous relationship with identity.27
Child viewed the popular ballad as poetry and the first step of a society
towards prose and, what he viewed as, more advanced forms of literScott, Ballad Collectors, 1. The prefix “Ur” is defined by the Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary as meaning the “earliest or original,” an example of this prefix in action
of this would be in the word “ur-civilization.”
23
Francis J. Child, English and Scottish Popular Ballads: Student’s Cambridge Edition, ed.
Helen Child Sargent and George Lyman Kittredge (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1932).
24
Walter Morris Hart, “Professor Child and the Ballad,” Modern Language Association
of America 21, no. 4 (1906): 774. Child cited similarities amongst ballads from such
wide-ranging places as Crete, Turkey, Serbia, and France.
25
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 775.
26
Sigurd Bernhard Hustvedt, Ballad Books and Ballad Men: Raids and Rescues in Britain, North America, and the Scandinavian North since 1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1930); Scott, Ballad Collectors, 1.
27
Hustvedt, Ballad Books and Ballad Men, 4. Hustvedt examines the various people
and schools of thought that approached “popular music,” as well as their correspondence.
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ary expression.28 Having done extensive research on other English
poets, most notably Chaucer, Child was fascinated by the potential for
preliterate forms of artistic expression, how they might survive within
a literate society, and how literature is interwoven with and affects oral
traditions as it increasingly becomes adopted by said society. In his
own words:
[The popular ballad] is a very distinct and very important species of poetry.
Its historical and natural place . . . is anterior to the appearance of poetry as
art, to which it has formed a step, and by which it has been regularly displaced, and, in some cases, all but extinguished. Whenever a people in the
course of its development reaches a certain intellectual and moral stage, it
will feel an impulse to express itself, and the form of expression to which it
is first impelled is, as is well known, not prose, but verse, and in fact narrative verse.29

This notion of the popular ballad appearing at a specific, more primitive stage of societal development persisted in the romantic views of
Appalachian culture perpetuated by folklorists and song-catchers
in later years; this idea aided in forming negative stereotypes of the
“mountain whites” who sang many of these ballads in the Appalachian
Mountains.30
Francis James Child thought that within a literate society, the purest versions of vernacular music survived amongst the illiterate and
impoverished.31 Anything passed down orally tended to be altered
through transmission, and Child thought this was most liable to happen in the hands of professional singers and publishers, who might
add their own artistic twist to a song in order to “improve” it or make it
more palatable to listeners.32 Child asserted that one of the best possible places for an old ballad to end up is in the mouths of children as
a game. Child heard a variation of Ballad no. 155, “Sir Hugh,” “from a
group of colored children, in the streets of New York City [and traced
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756.
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756.
30
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 3. The term “Mountain Whites” was commonly used, but
it was disliked by those whom it referred to. It was used as a designator in the Library
of Congress until Appalachian State University successfully petitioned to change
the term to “Appalachians” in 2002.
31
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756–72.
32
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 762.
28
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it] to a little girl living in the cabins near central park [sic].” He asserted
that “it is interesting to find the [popular] ballad still in the mouths
of children in American cities,—in the mouths of the poorest, whose
heritage these things are.”33 This openness to searching for British ballads in a place that, superficially, seemed unlikely to host them and did
not necessarily fall within the framework of a pure British oral tradition, shows that Child was not concerned with any ethnic or racial
politics in his research. Instead, he was interested in forms of popular
and vernacular expression and how they had shifted with the cultural
sands of time.
Child conducted his work in an age when new scientific theories,
schools of thought, and domains of discourse sprouted up as fast as
one could blink and were often perverted into popular schools of
thought. Just as Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution gave way to
social Darwinism and eugenics, it is easy to understand how one may
stray from Francis J. Child’s worldview of balladry and popular expression to an Anglo-centric one. Discussion of a “national poetry”
emanating from a distinct group of people is volatile when conducted
in a society that is obsessed with racial distinctions and scientific classifications of social nuances.34 The work of Child festered in the same
minds of people who grappled with theories of social Darwinism and
racial hierarchies that persisted during their time; however, the conclusions at which those people arrived were not to be found in Child’s
own research.
Fascination with a preliterate form of expression is what drove Child
to collect these ballads. The anonymity associated with this material,
conjoined with its propagation through many generations and shifting
cultures, is what pushed Child deeper into his work. Child stated:
The condition of a society in which a truly national or popular poetry
appears explains the character of such poetry. It is a condition in which
the people are not divided by political organization and book-culture into
markedly distinct classes, in which consequently there is such community
of ideas and feelings that the whole people form an individual. Such poetry
. . . is in its essence an expression of our common human nature, and so of
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 761.
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756. Child often uses “national poetry” and “popular
poetry” in conjunction or sometimes interchangeably.
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universal and indestructible interest . . . though a man and not a people has
composed them, still the author counts for nothing, and it is not by mere accident, but with the best reason, that they have come down anonymous.35

This idea of the individual as meaningless within the context of folk
music, as well as folk music’s ability to transcend class distinction,
contradicts any notion that Child pursued this academic inquiry to
create class or racial distinction. The concept of a national poetry put
forth by Child was attractive to those who viewed society through a
nationalistic or ethno-essentialist lens, but this was not Child’s intent;
indeed, he evinced great enthusiasm for incorporating the folklores
of many wide-ranging cultures. In fact, it was the very act of transmission of musical material within and between cultures that fascinated
Child.36 This he chose to view through the lens he was most familiar
with and which was most accessible to him, English and Scottish balladry, in order to further Americans’ understanding of an “expression
of our common human nature.”37
Cecil J. Sharp
Cecil James Sharp was born on November 22, 1859, in London and
dedicated most of his life to the study of English folk music and
dance.38 As a child Sharp attended a number of private schools, until
he enrolled in Clare College at Cambridge University in 1879.39 Sharp
allocated most of his time to music, rather than his study of mathematics, and graduated with a third-class degree in 1882.40 Subsequently
his family sent him to Australia. During his Australian years, Sharp
juggled his musical interests with various full-time jobs.41 Sharp suffered from typhoid in 1886, the effects of which would haunt him for
the rest of his life. Following this experience, Sharp resolved to fully
pursue music. He bounced around from various gigs in London and
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756.
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 769. Child in fact notes that the protagonists of many
ballads are liable to change nationalities to match that of the singer’s. Where the
hero of a ballad is a Scotsman in Scotland, he is French in France.
37
Hart, “Child and the Ballad,” 756.
38
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
39
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
40
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
41
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.” Sharp worked as a clerk for the Commercial Bank of
Australia until 1884, when he became assistant to the chief justice of South Australia.
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Adelaide, directing and teaching at a number of music conservatories and schools.42 In 1899, while in Headington, England, Sharp had
his first encounter with English folk music and dance.43 Story has it
that Sharp was visiting his mother-in-law when a group of men came
walking up the street—one singing and playing the concertina, the
others dancing a traditional Morris dance. Sharp met with the singer
and documented the songs the next day.44 Subsequently, Sharp dove
full force into the realm of folksong and dance collection. Between
1904 and 1908 Sharp collected more than 1,500 songs from the English
countryside.45 Throughout this whole process, Sharp gave lectures on
his findings, published many books, and was a major proponent for the
teaching of folksong and dance in English schools, heavily influencing England’s folk culture renaissance.46 The onset of World War One
and conflicts of interest with the English Folk Song Society prevented
Sharp, being too old to serve in the military, from finding any sort of
sustainable employment within the music industry. So Sharp resolved
to seek employment abroad, looking to the United States.47 Sharp
arrived just before Christmas in 1914, and by the time he departed in
1918, he had collected a massive amount of folksong material, which he
published in the monumental English Folk Songs from the Southern
Appalachians, encompassing 274 songs and their variants, numbering
968 tunes in total.48
Cecil Sharp initially came to the United States simply seeking employment, but over time he developed a distinct interest in English folk
music emanating from the Appalachian Mountains. Sharp’s initial reason for coming to the United States was to assist a friend in arranging
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
44
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
45
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
46
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
47
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.” Arthur Knevett, “Folk Songs for Schools: Cecil
Sharp, Patriotism, and The National Song Book,” Folk Music Journal 11, no. 3 (January
1, 2018): 47–71. The onset of the Boer War in 1899 and establishment of Empire Day
in 1902 served to instill a patriotic fervor in England. Sharp provided folksongs and
patriotic songs to be taught in English public schools. Sharp’s disagreement with the
English Folk Song Society came over which songs were to be taught; Sharp was vocal
in his opposition to their choices.
48
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
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the music and dance for the play A Midsummer Night’s Dream in New
York City.49 However, early on into his stay he came into contact with
Olive Dame Campbell, a North Carolinian who shared her collection
of English folksongs she had gathered from people in the Appalachian
Mountains surrounding her hometown.50 Shortly after, the prospect
of finding variants of the Child Ballads and other English folksongs
in America’s mountains captured Sharp’s attention, and he dedicated
most of his time in the US to documenting the English folk tunes of
Appalachia. As Sharp had spent his life thus far documenting English
folksongs in England, he began his expedition in Appalachia by continuing his past research, with the express purpose of documenting
English folksongs; thus, many other prominent folk tunes of other cultural lineages were not expressly sought out in his research. This focus
on the English tradition augmented the view of Appalachian culture
as essentially English.
Most of Sharp’s song collecting occurred in the mountainous regions
of North Carolina, Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, with a short expedition into West Virginia.51 To support his family and avoid trekking
through the remote areas of Appalachia in the cold, Sharp spent the
winter months giving lectures on English folk culture in major eastern
cities.52 Throughout Sharp’s foray into English-American folk music,
he was accompanied by Maud Karpeles, who assisted in the documenting and publishing process. Sharp would provide the musical notation
of the songs they discovered, while Karpeles transcribed their lyrical
content.53 The notation of the melodic structure of these folksongs
marked a departure from Francis J. Child’s more literary views of balladry and was essential in facilitating later adaptations of the material
by ethno-essentialists, such as John Powell.
Though his interest lay in folk tunes of English origin, Sharp often
Heaney, “Sharp, Cecil James.”
Brian Peters, “Myths of ‘Merrie Olde England’? Cecil Sharp’s Collecting Practice in
the Southern Appalachians,” Folk Music Journal 11, no. 3 (January 2018): 6–46. Olivia
Dame Campbell’s husband was John C. Campbell, who wrote the influential book
The Southern Highlander and his Homeland (1921), which provided extensive sociological information on the region.
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found songs that represented the diversity of the region. Banjo and
fiddle tunes, jigs of African origin, songs with clear Scotch-Irish lineage, religious songs, and many strictly American tunes had all entered
the folklore of Appalachia.54 Though Sharp did not actively seek out
these other folk materials, he was not opposed to documenting them
as he came upon them, as well as including them in his resultant publications. In fact, with each successive volume of his famous English
Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, Sharp and his assistant
Karpeles included more folk tunes of non-English origin. In the 1932
edition, roughly 40 percent of the total material in the book was of
American origin, meaning the tunes were not obviously and identifiably related to a Child Ballad, and can only be deduced to have been
composed in America. Further, half of all material classified as songs,
all the hymns, and all of the jigs were not of obvious British ancestry.55
Sharp made no claims to the superiority of British tunes over American compositions; rather, he simply noted the origin of American
tunes as he came across them.
Very early on in his time in the mountains, Sharp realized and grew
to appreciate the ethnic and cultural complexity of the region he was
investigating. Sharp noted when singers had spent time in black communities and where they learned their songs.56 Sharp frankly described
black singers he met, such as Aunt Maria Tombs, who he described
as a “rather nice old lady . . . [who] sang beautifully in a wonderfully
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 22.
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 22; Encyclopædia Britannica, s.v. “Minstrel Show,” March 15,
2017, https://www.britannica.com/art/minstrel-show. The jigs most interestingly
are comprised of dance ditties of African American or minstrel origin, the latter of
which were adaptations of African American music heard on plantations. These
were performed by white musicians in blackface, who capitalized on negative African
American stereotypes and music in a comedic and theatrical fashion. Minstrel tunes
incorporated African American instruments such as the banjo and bones and were
a direct window into the musical traditions developed by black Americans in the
United States. Songs performed by these black-faced minstrels had transcended the
minstrel shows that popularized them, and African American music styles, and entered the oral musical traditions of Appalachia. The minstrel show widely popularized the banjo among white populations, while alienating blacks due to the negative
stereotypes enforced by the shows.
56
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 25. In Peters’s paper, he shows that with each successive trip
into the mountains, Sharp documented more material outside of Child Ballad variants, expanding to Civil War and Revolutionary War songs, as well as instrumental
fiddle tunes.
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musical way.”57 Though he recognized this ethnic complexity, he
maintained his focus on the British tradition and would avoid areas he
did not think would yield British tunes. For example, when visiting the
Shenandoah Valley, he was told that the region had been settled mainly by German and Dutch peoples; upon hearing this, Sharp turned
away from the region in pursuit of somewhere else that might yield the
material he desired.58 Similarly, Sharp did not actively seek out African
American communities to conduct his research, as he did not expect
them to yield any great quantity of English folksongs. However, he
was not averse to investigating the folklore of such communities when
he found himself in one; indeed, Sharp did collect and publish two
Child Ballads from black American singers.59 By the same token, Sharp
would not search industrialized areas, as he viewed them as too modernized and out of touch with folk culture to yield what he was after.60
This idea of poverty and primitiveness harboring a more authentic folk
culture echoes Francis J. Child’s views of illiterate cultures maintaining more authentic ballads.61
Though Sharp recognized multiculturalism in Appalachia’s music
and acknowledged the diversity of the mountains’ population, he still
maintained a sort of romanticized view of the area, with hints of “noble savagery.” He described the region as being settled mainly by pure
Anglo-Saxon colonists of the Elizabethan era, viewing the region as a
sort of living museum of the peasantry of that time. In his own words:
The region is from its inaccessibility a very secluded one. There are but few
roads. . . . [It is] completely isolated and cut off from the rest of the world.
Their speech is English, not American, and, from the number of expressions
they use which have long been obsolete elsewhere, and the old-fashioned
way in which they pronounce many of their words, it is clear they are independent. . . . The mountaineer is freer in his manner, more alert, and less
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 25.
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 29
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inarticulate than his British prototype, and bears no trace of the obsequiousness of manner which, since the Enclosure Acts robbed him of his economic
independence and made of him a hired laborer, has unhappily characterized
the English villager.62

This idea of the mountaineer as strong and independent falls directly
in line with romantic views of Appalachian culture as Elizabethan
peasantry incarnate, in which vestiges of English village culture and
life escaped to the mountains of America before the Enclosure Acts
could take the peasantry’s land and drastically alter English society
and its folk traditions. This is a further continuation of the standing belief that illiteracy, poverty—here seen as “economic independence”—and isolation harbored more authentic folk material. In this
way, Appalachian people were perceived as doubly likely to carry on
the English folk tradition due to their Elizabethan ancestry and isolation abroad. Sharp continues: “Their language, wisdom, manners,
and the many graces of life that are theirs, are merely racial attributes
which have been gradually acquired and accumulated in the past
centuries and handed down generation by generation, each generation adding its quotom to that which it received.”63 This romanticized
view of Appalachia as a relic of pure Anglo peasantry is now known to
be false, but it is an offshoot of the views of folk cultural purity Sharp
maintained and promoted in England.64
In his arguments for folksongs to be taught in schools, Sharp thought
that songs purely cultivated by the culture of the children they would
educate were best suited; in this concept of purity of folk lineages,
Sharp’s romantic views lie. It is important to note the historical context in which Sharp spoke. The discussion of folk music comes with
a great deal of discussion of race and ethnicity. Sharp, conducting his
work in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth used language
that offends our twenty-first-century sensibilities. The language used
to describe such identity traits in his time had not developed into the
vast sensitive vocabulary we use today. In Sharp’s time, such terms and
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 5.
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 5. Attacks have been levied on Sharp on all fronts. Some
academics are upset at his exclusion of music hall songs in his collections in England,
and in America he has been chastised for a lack of emphasis on African and Celtic
musical traditions.
64
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concepts of “mongoloid” and “negroid” were legitimate anthropological terms. These terms carry an immensely foul weight now, but in the
time of Sharp this was not so. It is easy for our contemporary minds to
extrapolate a more heinous meaning than an author may have intended to convey. When Sharp talked of a people’s “racial inheritance,” his
message was more akin to “cultural inheritance.”
Sharp’s critics, such as David Whisnant and Henry Shapiro, accuse
him of bowdlerization in order to promote an Anglo-essential view
of Appalachia, specifically, and America as a whole, in which the true
America was descended from Anglo-Saxon forebears.65 However, this
view was a result of how later folk music enthusiasts applied his work.
As stated before, Sharp was not averse to including the folk materials
of other cultural origins that made their way into the wider Appalachian cultural narrative. Sharp had caught a whiff of the artifacts of the
English folk culture he held so dear that persisted in the Appalachian
Mountains: English folk culture is what lured him into the mountains, and that is what he focused his research on. He included songs
originating outside of the English oral tradition and incorporated
them into the framework of the existing English oral culture that had
adopted them. This approach was compounded by the “monumental
misnaming” of his resultant publications of the material as English
Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians. Yet, when the material
within his book is investigated, the massive presence of non-English
material is evident.66
1930s Revival Scene
The work of Francis J. Child birthed a massive influx of researchers
and collectors of British folksongs in America. The Child Ballads
were at the center of the early song collection scene. As song-catchers
spread throughout the eastern United States in the 1920s and 1930s,
they discovered other non-British folk material. While some of this
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 7.
Peters, “Merrie Olde,” 31. This term of the “monumental misnaming” comes from
Fiona Ritchie and Doug Orr’s book Wayfaring Strangers: The Musical Voyage from Scotland and Ulster to Appalachia, which examines the Scotch-Irish origin of Appalachia.
Proponents of the Scotch-Irish origin of Appalachia have initiated their own line of
attack against Sharp for his characterization of Appalachia as English. Today, some
lump Appalachian music under the “Celtic” genre.
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material was neglected, what they did document was incorporated
into the framework of a British oral culture abroad that either adopted
songs of other cultural origin or developed new songs in a new American context, as displayed in the work of Cecil Sharp. The influence
of other cultures on the vernacular music of the region, such as that
of African Americans, was either ignored or diminished due to a lack
of attention. By the 1930s, a narrow view of the folk culture of Appalachia as essentially British persisted amongst those interested in the
region. This warped view, compounded with the popular pseudoscientific theories related to race and society at that time, presented the
image of Appalachia as a living museum of America’s “contemporary
ancestors,” who in their isolation, poverty, and “racial purity,” upheld
the cultural practices of America’s colonial ancestors. Historian John
Williams summed up the contemporary view: “Mountain people were
not just white, but the right kind of whites: bearers of ‘Anglo-Saxon
blood.’”67 These idealized conceptions of Appalachians and their supposed pure racial inheritance infiltrated discussions of folk music.
By the 1930s the research and documentation of American folk music
since Francis J. Child had spawned performance revivals throughout
the Appalachian Mountains. Famed composer, classical pianist, and
influential Virginian John Powell was a major proponent for the revival of “Anglo-Saxon” folksongs and tradition at this time. He incorporated folk melodies into his many compositions and was an avid
collector of songs; he also gave many lectures.68 Powell was very well
respected within the many folksong and folkdance societies throughout the Appalachian Mountains; he helped coordinate many festivals
and was invited as an honored guest to many more.69 One such society, the American Folk Song Society, “incorporated under the laws of
Hay, “Black Musicians,” 5. The words “racial purity” and “contemporary ancestors”
come from William Goodell Frost, president of Berea College from 1892 to 1920.
Berea was the only racially integrated school in Kentucky until the passage of the
Day Law in 1904, which outlawed racially integrated schools. The latter quote comes
from Appalachian historian John Alexander Williams and is a summarization of
Frost’s views on “Mountain Whites.”
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The Papers of John Powell, 1888–1978, University of Virginia Special Collections,
Charlottesville, Virginia. See, for example his At the Fair: VI. Banjo-picker. In 2006
pianist Nicholas Ross released an album of Powell’s piano works entitled John Powell:
Early Piano Works.
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Kentucky,” solicited John Powell in 1933 to join their general committee.70 In the invitation, they described their activities as:
[The American Folk Song Society’s] purpose is to perpetuate the authentic
interpretation of American folk song and music and to inspire in the hearts
of every American a profound love for this—our precious heritage. Each
year the Society presents an American Folk Song Festival. . . . At this festival
only those singers who have had the ballad handed down to them by word
of mouth, and only those musicians who have learned their art from our
Anglo-Saxon forbears participate in the program.71

John Powell promoted folksongs of English descent as the essential
American folk music. He viewed them as superior to folk music of any
other stock, and he believed that they were lodged somewhere, and
somehow, deep within the cultural memory of any “true” American
who was a rightful descendant of English colonists.72 A friend who
was setting up a folk music festival near Harrisonburg, Virginia, asked
Powell: “If we do [the festival] I don’t believe there will be room for
the folk music of other nations do you? Why don’t we keep the whole
thing sacred as you have started it? It would take ages to exhaust the
field of sacred folk music, and by that time we can think of something
else for it!”73 Interestingly, and perhaps ironically, Harrisonburg lies
within the Shenandoah Valley, a region that Cecil Sharp disregarded
wholesale upon hearing it was settled by German and Dutch peoples.
Whether intentional or not, this location symbolizes the incorporation
of the moniker “Anglo-Saxon” into the rhetoric of many folk revivalists in the Appalachian Mountains at the time. English folk tunes were
being performed in a largely Germanic area, representing the intended
meaning behind the hyphenated identity Anglo-Saxon—the incorporation of English culture into a larger, romanticized Germanic framework. This also reflected the wider shift in perceptions of race at the
time, which drew upon contemporary anthropological and linguistic
research to formulate tribal distinctions. An example of this is how
The Papers of John Powell, UVA Special Collections.
The Papers of John Powell, UVA Special Collections. The letter stated that Powell
would not actually have to do any work for the society; they just wished to include
his name on official documents.
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Nazi officials associated themselves with the “Aryan race,” a concept
that corrupted academic research into the development of European
cultures and languages from a common Indo-European ancestor.
John Powell’s racial ideologies mirrored his musical ideologies. In the
same way that he viewed Anglo-Saxon music as superior—“[AngloSaxon folksongs] are unsurpassed by the best folk tunes of other
peoples and compare favorably with the noblest of composed melodies,” he said—Powell viewed the “Anglo-Saxon” blood that birthed
these tunes as superior.74 Powell was described by a friend as being severely against interracial marriages, and, in conjunction with the many
Anglo-Saxon clubs that revered him, he lobbied for the outlawing of
interracial marriages in the Virginia state legislature.75 John Powell also
aligned himself with the growing eugenics movement in Virginia. In a
series of lectures given in Houston, Texas, Powell asserted that
if the present ratio were to remain permanent, the inevitable product of
the melting pot would be approximately an octoroon. [An octoroon was a
person who was one-eighth black by descent.] It should not be necessary to
stress the significance of this point. We know that under Mendelian law the
African strain is hereditarily predominant. In other words, one drop of negro blood makes the negro. We also know that no higher race has ever been
able to preserve its culture, to prevent decay and eventual degeneracy when
tainted, even slightly, with negro blood.76

The logic of this quote is ironically contradicted by the use of the banjo, an instrument originating in Africa, in the many “pure folksongs”
Powell revered.77 The banjo represented more than a literal drop of
African musical blood in the Anglo-American oral tradition.
John Powell was so successful in his propagation of supposed AngloSaxon folksongs that he caught the attention of Eleanor Roosevelt
The Papers of John Powell, UVA Special Collections.
Kushner, “Powell: Racial Ideologies,” 7. Powell and his accomplices also lobbied
for racial registration at birth of every resident of Virginia, the markers being white,
black, brown, yellow, and red. Racial registration was never enacted, however,
Virginia governor Elbert Lee Trinkle signed the Racial Integrity Act into law in 1924,
which forbade interracial marriage amongst whites.
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in 1933.78 Mrs. Roosevelt, an ardent supporter and fan of folk music,
invited John Powell and a selection of folk musicians of his choosing
to perform at the White House.79 They performed in front of an audience of one thousand that was radio broadcasted to the whole nation,
as well as Great Britain and Germany; the choice of these two nations
again displays the Germanic link in the hyphenated moniker AngloSaxon.80 Powell’s five performers, all from the mountainous areas of
Virginia, performed a selection of banjo and fiddle tunes, ballads, and
sea chanties.81 John Powell, in charge of the concert, gave an introduction on folk music research before beginning the show. He reminded
his audience
that in looking back at the lives of our pioneer ancestors there is danger in
assuming that they spent their time exclusively in the arduous clearing of
forests and in warding off ferocious attacks by savage red-skins. . . . They
[our pioneer ancestors] were very close to the great reign of Elizabeth with
its magnificent richness of life coloring the activity of the high and low alike.
They brought with them the traditions of a deep culture, with its roots in
the far-off beginnings of our race. Those literary and musical traditions have
been handed down in an unbroken line until today.82

By drawing upon a warped view of the research of past folksong collectors, this introduction very plainly states the idea that the people of
Appalachia are America’s colonist ancestors in the flesh, harboring a
long-lost musical tradition, indicative of a true American race. The racially charged folk revival of the Appalachians had proliferated AngloAmerican folksongs to such a degree that they had reached not only a
national, but international stage, via the federal government.

The Papers of John Powell, UVA Special Collections.
The Papers of John Powell, UVA Special Collections. Powell has written a thirtyplus page account of the experience, from the choosing of the singers to the actual
concert itself. On the singers, the youngest of the five of them was sixty years old; the
oldest, eighty. Two of them were brother and sister.
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Conclusion
The popular music of America has its roots in the sounds of the American countryside, where the musical traditions of its diverse populations coalesced into the popular genres of the blues, jazz, bluegrass,
rock ’n’ roll, funk, and everything in between. Many of these genres
can trace their influences back to localized vernacular music traditions.
Academic inquiry has done a great deal to shape our understanding of
American folk music and preserve it for future generations. It began
in the mid-nineteenth century with the work of Francis James Child.
Child was interested in the lyrical content and poetic nature of the
English and Scottish ballads he collected and sought to place them
into a pan-European framework by examining the similarities within
the stories told in the songs he documented and in the folk literatures
of other European nations. Child maintained a worldview of popular
and vernacular literature occurring at a specific, more primitive stage
in societal development and was deeply interested in how these oral
cultures might survive and interact within literate societies. Child explored this interest by incorporating Scottish and English ballads into
the growing anthropological and linguistic research of contemporary
folklorists and philologists, such as the Brothers Grimm and Svend
Grundtvig.83 In the wake of Child’s work, many other song-catchers
investigated the vernacular music traditions of North America, with
a heavy emphasis on the British oral tradition previously explored by
Child.
Further emphasis was placed on the English-American musical tradition as English folklorist and song-catcher Cecil Sharp continued the
song collection practices he had conducted in the English countryside
and now applied in the Appalachian Mountains. Sharp conducted
his research with the express desire to shed light on an English folk
culture abroad. While Sharp did include folksongs representative of
the diversity found in Appalachia, such as those of African American
origin or songs entirely developed in America, he placed them within
the context of an English oral culture that adopted them, further augmenting the view of Appalachian folk culture as essentially English.
Hustvedt, Ballad Books and Ballad Men, 4; Burgess, “Francis James Child”; Ron
Eyerman and Scott Baretta, “From the 30s to the 60s: The Folk Music Revival in the
United States,” Theory and Society 25, no. 4 (1996): 501–43.
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As the folk revival movement began to take shape in the 1930s, the
wealth of literature on an English folk culture in Appalachia mixed
with the romantic views of Appalachia’s inhabitants as America’s
living colonist ancestors in such a way that Anglo-Saxon purity became intertwined with the folk music of the region. Proponents of this
racially pure view of Appalachia, such as John Powell, drew upon the
work of previous song collectors and exploited musicians and singers
who specifically fit their narrative. The romantic view of Appalachia
as a British oral culture incarnate became commonly held, and this
racialized aspect of the American folk revival was absorbed into the
larger folk revival movement, its origins largely forgotten. Many scholars since, such as Fred J. Hay, Ron Eyerman, and Scott Barretta, have
investigated the origins of the greater American folk revival and other
related American musical genres. Similarly, academics have sought to
debunk the notion of Appalachia as purely descended from English
colonists by highlighting the extensive influence of African Americans, Germans, and Scotch-Irish in the region.84 This paper has demonstrated how the ideas of Appalachia as a living museum of America’s Anglo-Saxon colonial forebears developed in the first place.
In summary, each successive song-catcher that entered the Appalachian
Mountains pursued his or her own interest within the field of American
folk music. Early song collectors, such as Francis James Child and Cecil
J. Sharp, focused on English folk traditions in Appalachia due to their
personal interest in English folk music as a whole and their desire to explore the relationship between contemporary folk music and older forms
of cultural expression. They did not set out to create a vision of Appalachian folk music as a pure Anglo-Saxon survival, but in their focus on
the English origins of Appalachian folk music, they excluded other cultural input into the music. A later generation of song collectors and folk
music enthusiasts, exemplified by John Powell, used the collections of
Child and Sharp to develop and promote an explicit vision of a “pure,”
“Anglo-Saxon” Appalachia. The process can plainly be summarized by a
quote from scholarly folklorist Sigurd Hustvedt on the study of balladry,
“Anonymous poetry offers no very sound footing for the literary genealogist,” and in our case, even less so for the pseudo-anthropologist.85
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As we move further away from the American folk revival movement
and learn more about the diversity of input that shaped American music, a further line of comparative investigation should be conducted on
the different folk revival and preservation movements that occurred
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From the
Brothers Grimm’s collections of pre-Christian folklore in Germany to
Fernando Ortiz’s research on the convergence of African and Spanish culture in Cuba, the impetus to preserve decaying folkways has
greatly shaped the popular culture of the regions in which the preservation and research occurred.86 This is exemplified by notable cultural
figures such as J. R. R. Tolkien, whose application of early Germanic
and Celtic folklore in his fantastical world of Middle Earth marked the
inception of the epic fantasy genre and continues to influence Western
popular culture today. This influence is felt through individuals like
George R. R. Martin and his novel A Game of Thrones or avant-garde
composer and ethnomusicologist Béla Bartók, whose adaptations of
Hungarian folk music into his compositions earned him world renown
within the classical music community.87 Examining the commonality
among these preservation and revival movements would provide great
insight into how intellectual interest in and application of folklore can
affect popular culture. This is especially relevant as leading musicians
of popular folk styles seek to transcend their regional genres with the
proliferation of the “world” music genre, such as forefront banjoist
Béla Fleck’s collaboration with African and Asian musicians, or classical Indian tabla player Zakir Hussain’s collaborative project with Celtic
musicians entitled Distant Kin.88 Examining the commonality in the
various folk preservation and revival movements that have already
affected popular culture could yield great insight into how further proliferation of folkways onto a world stage might affect future culture.
Ludwig Denecke, “Brothers Grimm,” in Encyclopædia Britannica, December 9,
2018, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Brothers-Grimm; Roberto González
Echevarría, “Fernando Ortiz,” in Encyclopædia Britannica, July 12, 2018, https://www.
britannica.com/biography/Fernando-Ortiz.
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“She Would Not Go
Anyhow”
Freedwomen in Post–Civil War
Fairfax County (1865–1872)
Courtney Ebersohl
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nn Virginia Brown, a freedwoman living in Fairfax County,
Virginia, in 1865, “was not going to work.”1 After her family was
freed at the close of the American Civil War, she drew rations from
the Freedmen’s Bureau, a relief agency of the Department of War,
to help feed and clothe her family. When Captain Georges Armes,
the Freedmen’s Bureau’s assistant superintendent of Fairfax County,
realized that Ann Brown took rations as an unemployed mother, he
urged her to find employment. She rejected his suggestion, stating that
“when she was a slave, she did not have to do anything but take care
of children.”2 Now that she was free, she believed she could make her
own decisions about her family and her labor. After Georges Armes
proposed that Brown work for Mrs. Spear, a white woman who lived
Letter from Georges A. Armes to John F. Marsh, September 6, 1865, NARA microfilm publication M1913 College Park, Maryland: National Archives and Records Administration, viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image
31 of 146. The National Archives contains the Freedmen’s Bureau records. Copies of
these documents are available through familysearch.org. The documents that I have
cited in this paper can be found under FamilySearch’s collection labeled “Virginia,
Freedmen’s Bureau Office Records, 1865–1872.” FamilySearch organizes Virginia’s
records by the Freedmen’s Bureau office or subordinate field locations. All of my
documents are categorized under Fairfax Courthouse (Fairfax County, assistant
subassistant commissioner).
2
Letter from Georges A. Armes to John F. Marsh, September 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 31 of 146.
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about a mile away from her home, again “she stated she would not
go anyhow.”3 She refused to leave her children at home to work for a
white woman’s children. Frustrated with her rejection of his orders,
Armes “sent a guard without arms with instructions to work or she
would have to be punished.”4
This paper employs Fairfax County, the northern Virginia county in
which Ann Brown lived, as a case study for analyzing the relationships between the black experience of labor, gender, and family during
Reconstruction. I explore the interactions of freedwomen, like Ann
Brown, with Freedmen’s Bureau agents, freedmen, and white southern men, focusing on how ideologies of gender and race shaped each
group’s beliefs about and behavior towards freedwomen. Even though
she was free, Ann Virginia Brown quickly recognized that the free
labor system encouraged by the Freedmen’s Bureau agents prohibited
her choice to not work for other people. She believed that freedom
meant she could choose how to use her labor, so she disregarded the
bureau agent’s recommendations and insisted that she would not
work. By forcing her to work for a white woman in the area, Armes
demonstrated the bureau’s commitment to decreasing freed people’s
dependency on the government, and more significantly, his decisions
revealed the tension that existed between freed people and bureau
agents in post-emancipation Virginia.
The history of black families and their labor has been profoundly
affected by historians’ politics, as many scholars have interpreted
history to justify or criticize contemporary American society. The
accounts of Reconstruction in the early twentieth century by William Dunning, John W. Burgess, and their students, for example,
defended the exclusions of Jim Crow by insisting that white people
needed to control the childish behavior and brutish labor of African
Americans. They characterized Freedmen’s Bureau agents as incompetent and as extreme abolitionists who intruded upon southern
society. Dunning and his followers believed that “it was not strange”
that the southern governments created black codes to protect people
Letter from Georges A. Armes to John F. Marsh, September 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 31 of 146.
4
Letter from Georges A. Armes to John F. Marsh, September 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 31 of 146.
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from the “pressing dangers” of black freedom.5
By rejecting the Dunning School, W. E. B. Du Bois established himself
as one of the first revisionist historians and a lone voice advocating
for more focus on and nuance in black history. His interpretation of
Reconstruction was a direct contrast to the Dunning School, as he
emphasized the agency of African Americans and believed that “the
Freedmen’s Bureau was the most extraordinary and far-reaching institution of social uplift that America has ever attempted.” He argued in
Black Reconstruction in America (1935) that white elites enforced racial
hierarchy because racism was integral to capitalism, stunting the ideals
of Reconstruction and resulting “in subordination of colored labor to
white profits.”6
Historians of Reconstruction in the second half of the twentieth
century followed Du Bois’s lead by treating black people seriously as
agents, reflecting the modern civil rights movement by confronting
traditional interpretations of history that were based upon and also
supported society’s beliefs in inherent racial inferiority. The pioneering work of Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750–1925 (1976), challenged Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a sociologist serving as Assistant Secretary of Labor under President Lyndon
B. Johnson, who claimed that black families were destroyed by slavery
and a pervasive matriarchy deprived black children of complete family
life. Gutman asserted the strength of slave marriages, despite their lack
of legal standing and frequent forced separations caused by slaveowners.7 His extensive study on the black family from the plantation era
Historical descriptions of Reconstruction in the tradition of the Dunning School
consist of William A. Dunning, Reconstruction, Political and Economic 1865–1877 (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1907); John W. Burgess, Reconstruction and the Constitution
1866–1876 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1902); Walter L. Fleming, The Sequel
of Appomattox (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1919); and Woodrow Wilson, “The
Reconstruction of the Southern States,” Atlantic Monthly (January 1901): 6, 10.
6
W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Co., 1935), 30, 219. See also Du Bois, Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg &
Co., 1903).
7
Moynihan’s analysis was inspired by Edward Franklin Frazier, who questioned the
prevailing view that the social position of African Americans was genetically determined as intellectually and morally inferior by arguing that African culture had been
erased due to slavery. Edward Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in the United States
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939); Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The Negro
Family in America: The Case for National Action (n.p.: US Department of Labor, 1965).
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to emancipation emphasized resiliency among African Americans and
demonstrated the prevalence of two-parent households. Following
Gutman’s lead, historians supported him by stressing the strength of
Civil War–era relationships and families.8
Although Reconstruction failed to live up to its ideals, contemporary historians recognize that the period did change southern society.
Most historians would agree that the end of the Civil War allowed
more opportunities for freed people to self-define their relationships.
However, they disagree on the specific aspirations of postwar black
communities and the degree of success in achieving those goals. Eric
Foner’s analysis of Reconstruction, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished
Revolution, 1863–1877 (1988), places the African American experience at
the forefront, observing the progress of Reconstruction while noting
the failures to enact substantial change and liberation. He analyzes
the meaning of freedom and the ideology of free labor, discussing the
accomplishments of Reconstruction, including “autonomous black
family and a network of religious and social institutions.”9
In the last few decades, historians have studied the lives of black
women and children, stressing that the term freed people, which historians had been using to describe the black experience, only illustrated
black men’s experiences. These historians studied the experiences of
black women and children, emphasizing their differing struggles and
interactions with white southern people and bureau agents. Karin Zipf
argues in Labor of Innocents: Forced Apprenticeship in North Carolina,
1715–1919 (2005) that involuntary apprenticeships disproportionately
affected children from free black families in North Carolina. During
Reconstruction, even though African American parents and relatives
could speak out against white oppression, black mothers continued
Genovese found that family was one of the dominant motives for enslaved people
to run away from slaveowners. Ira Berlin noted the resiliency of their families.
Heather Williams explored the emotional value enslaved and later freed people
placed in their nuclear families. Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the
Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1976); Ira Berlin and Leslie S. Rowland, Families and Freedom: A Documentary History of African-American Kinship in the Civil War
Era (New York: New Press, 1996); Heather Williams, Help Me to Find my People: The
African American Search for Family Lost in Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2012).
9
Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (New York:
Perennial Classics, 1988), 602.
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to struggle to retain custody of their own children from white elites
who desired their cheap labor. In “Ties that Bind” (2010), Catherine
Jones explores how kinship ties could be used to reunite families and
provide labor for the family. Children acted as supporters as well as
dependents of the household. Mary Farmer Kaiser studied gendered
assumptions by northern bureau agents and the agency of black women “who demanded that their particular gendered needs be recognized
by these policy makers of Reconstruction.”10
Historians have conducted relatively little research on black experiences during Reconstruction in Fairfax County. Donald Sweig has
researched slavery in Fairfax County and developed demographic
and statistical information on the county during the Civil War era.11
Charles V. Mauro offers a basic history of Fairfax County during
the Civil War in The Civil War in Fairfax County.12 Debbie Robison, a
historic preservation consultant, has created a website that compiles
information on the education of African Americans living in Fairfax
County during Reconstruction.13 No one has interpreted or studied
freedwomen’s experiences in the county.
This paper will use some of the data unearthed by these historians
to fill in the interpretive holes about freedwomen during post–Civil
War society in Fairfax County. I analyze Freedmen’s Bureau records—
which include letters, teacher reports, and superintendent reports—
that provide detailed accounts of daily problems and activities to
illustrate the Fairfax County black community’s desires for social and
economic autonomy. Newspapers like the Friends’ Intelligencer, Alexandria Gazette, and Daily Republican provide information about white
Karin L. Zipf, Labor of Innocents: Forced Apprenticeship in North Carolina, 1715—1919
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005); Mary Farmer Kaiser, Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau: Race, Gender, and Public Policy in the Age of Emancipation (New York: Fordham University, 2010), 10; Catherine Jones, “Ties that Bind,
Bonds that Break: Children in the Reorganization of Households in Postemancipation Virginia,” Journal of Southern History 76 (February 2010): 71–106.
11
Donald Mitchell Sweig, “Northern Virginia Slavery: A Statistical and Demographic
Investigation” (PhD diss., College of William and Mary, 1982).
12
Charles V. Mauro, The Civil War in Fairfax County: Civilians and Soldiers (Charleston: The History Press, 2006).
13
Debbie Robison, “Educating Freedmen During Reconstruction in Fairfax County,”
Northern Virginia History Notes, December 6, 2014, http://www.novahistory.org/
FreedmenEducation/FreedmenEducation.htm.
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communities’ attitudes towards freed people and offer examples of
black individuals who experienced this first generation of emancipation in Fairfax County. Although it is difficult to find freedwomen’s
voices in newspapers and the records of the Fairfax County Freedmen’s Bureau, their refusal to follow orders, requests for help, and
demands for justice are well-documented in bureau reports, which
illustrate their expectations for freedom.
Fairfax County in northern Virginia appears distinctive from other
Virginia counties because in 1860 most counties east of the Appalachian Mountains enslaved almost half or over half of their populations, while Fairfax County enslaved just 27.9 percent of the population.14 However, in 1810 47.5 percent of the population was enslaved
in Fairfax.15 This change corresponded to the county’s agricultural
depression, which developed due to excessive farming. In the absence
of a major agricultural staple, people relied on marketing and fishing.
The county, which bordered the District of Columbia, also appears
unique because of an influx of northerners, consisting primarily of
Quakers from Pennsylvania and New York, who immigrated to the
area prior to the war. In the 1840s northern farmers took advantage of
cheap land in northern Virginia by buying abandoned farms in Fairfax
and Loudon Counties.16 Captain Orrin E. Hine, the Assistant SuperinIn the 1860s, the Barnes family owned Hope Park plantation, where they enslaved
twelve people in 1860. Twenty to thirty estates in Fairfax County compared or surpassed the value of the Hope Park plantation. Over two hundred county residents
owned an equal or greater number of people. Martin Petersilia and Russel Wright,
Hope Park and the Hope Park Mill (Fairfax, VA: Fairfax County Office of Comprehensive Planning, 1978); population estimates taken from a map published in 1861 using
the 1860 consensus records. Compiled by Consortium for Political and Social Research at the University of Michigan. Edwin Hergesheimer, Map Showing the Distribution of the Slave Population of the Southern States of the United States (Washington, DC:
Henry S. Graham, 1861), https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3861e.cw0013200/.
15
United States Decennieal Census, 1810; Nan Netherton and Daniel Sweig, Fairfax
County, Virginia: A History (Fairfax, VA: Fairfax County Board of Supervisors,
1978), 154.
16
The land in Fairfax sold for five dollars to fifteen dollars per acre compared to farms
of similar intrinsic value in the north selling for forty dollars to seventy dollars an
acre. These farmers brought with them new agricultural practices and a free-labor
ideology. They quickly developed a secondary objective of demonstrating that farms
could operate profitably with free rather than enslaved labor. By 1847 about two
hundred northern families, amounting to over one thousand people, had moved to
Fairfax County. Netherton and Sweig, Fairfax County, Virginia, 255–56, 259.
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tendent of Fairfax County in 1866, noted in a letter to Superintendent
Samuel P. Lee of the Sixth Educational District in Virginia that “notwithstanding a large number of northern people live in this county,
the general sentiment is bitterly rebel, and consequently antagonistic
to the education and prosperity of the freedmen—and the proximity
to Washington is all that prevents more frequent and often outrages
than now occurs.”17 In contrast with other Virginia counties, Fairfax allows us to study the actions of a mixed northern and southern
society that also relied less on enslaved labor. One could assume that
these qualities would correlate with enhanced abolitionist support and
sympathy for African American neighbors, but I will demonstrate that
new northerners, proximity to the District of Columbia, and a more
moderate reliance on slavery did not diminish Fairfax’s heritage as a
county of the Old South.
I argue that freedwomen actively struggled against freedmen, white
southern men, and the Freedmen’s Bureau, asserting their new free
status by refusing to submit to desires that would require outsourcing
control of their children or surrendering their humanity and womanhood. Although men used gender roles to subjugate women, freedwomen often used men’s expectations of male and female household
roles to resist the aspects of men’s visions of black emancipation that
curtailed freedwomen’s vision of freedom. Black women from Fairfax who experienced emancipation wanted justice provided by the
Freedmen’s Bureau, financial support from their male partners, and
independence from white southerners. They wanted control of their
bodies, their children, and the freedom to choose their labor. To do
so, they resisted and attempted to manipulate the three major groups
of men in Fairfax by adopting the image of the helpless woman, dutiful wife, and devoted mother in order to claim control of their bodies,
labor, and children.
However, as demonstrated through the three sections of my paper
(which focus on freedwomen’s interactions with white southern men,
with freedmen, and with the Freedmen’s Bureau), women struggled
to realize their vision of freedom due to opposing opinions about
what black labor and family should look like. A willing but ineffective
Letter from Orrin E. Hine to Samuel P. Lee, December 10, 1866, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 81 of 146.
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Freedmen’s Bureau based its decisions on the government’s priority of
reducing freed people’s dependency on the government. The Freedmen’s Bureau united families and encouraged marriages so that women and children relied on a male breadwinner instead of the bureau.
Women also struggled to assert their families’ financial independence
when their partners, who envisioned controlling their own labor and
families in emancipation, abused or abandoned them. Maintaining
custody of their children was also difficult when white elites, who
wanted to preserve their command and control of black labor, manipulated and kidnapped black children for cheap labor.
White Southern Men
White southern men in Fairfax County resented emancipation, as
black freedom challenged their notions of white masculinity rooted
in paternalistic behavior towards and mastery over black people.18 In
order to maintain their masculinity through social and economic superiority, white men kidnapped children, manipulated children, refused
to pay their employees, and attempted to control black men’s politics.
Even though black men sometimes made complaints about white men
abusing their family members, black women were more likely to seek
the bureau’s help in resisting white attempts to control their family
and their labor in Fairfax County. Black women frequently complained to bureau agents about white men who kidnapped or refused
to return children to their families. Nancy Bercaw argues that more
often black women, not men, laid claim to wages withheld from them
and prosecuted assaults from employers.19
Women in Fairfax absolutely followed this model, as most complaints
about white abuse came from them. For example, Donah Keys asked
the bureau to help her regain her daughter Celia from Robert Guy,
who took the child on his boat at Alexandria and “carried her away.”20
The bureau agent went to Guy’s house and “left a note directing him
Drew Gilpin Faust, Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the American Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 63.
19
Nancy Bercaw, Gendered Freedoms: Race, Rights, and the Politics of Household in the
Delta, 1861–1875, (Gainesville: University of Florida, 2003), 124–34.
20
Letter from S. P. Lee, March 13, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on FamilySearch: roll
75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug 1865–May 1866, Nov 1866–Dec
1868, image 68 of 86.
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to send the child.”21 Another unnamed woman enlisted the bureau’s
help in regaining “two of her children [who] are with a Mr. Hite . . .
who refuses to give them up.”22 Men like Robert Guy and Mr. Hite
acted as both a master and parent, believing that they deserved to provide for black children and profit from their labor. These men attempted to force vulnerable freed children into apprenticeships to extend
the life of slavery in emancipation.23 However, some women used their
free status, and particularly their status as free women, to enlist the
help of the bureau in regaining their children. For example, Mrs. Ages
complained to the bureau that Alfred Leigh, “a notorious rascal,” took
her daughter (Ellen) and “is ransoming the child for $30.”24 The agent
asserted that “Mrs. Ages is a very fine appearing lady has always lived
here, is of very good character.”25 Mrs. Ages resisted white attempts
to control her child by using her “fine appearance” and “very good
character” not only as a free woman but as a free lady in the eyes of
this commissioner to persuade him to help and side with her. 26 White
southern men often ridiculed black women who emulated white
women by wearing clothes that white women wore. Through mockery,
they differentiated white women from black women and justified treating them differently, such as by forcefully taking their children. So it
is remarkable that Mrs. Ages and other women in Fairfax succeeded
in convincing the white agents of their identities as dutiful wives and
devoted mothers, which white southern men did not believe.
Married black mothers were more likely to achieve the sympathy of
the Freedmen’s Bureau than single mothers, exemplified by white
Letter from W. S. Chase to Robert Guy, April 2, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 136 of 146.
22
Letter from Nancy Williams, September 27, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug 1865–May 1866,
Nov 1866–Dec 1868, image 85 of 86.
23
Zipf, Labor of Innocents, 41–47.
24
Letter from Sidney Smith to J. W. Bushong, November 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug
1865–May 1866, Nov 1866–Dec 1868, image 30 of 86.
25
Letter from Sidney Smith to J. W. Bushong, November 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug
1865–May 1866, Nov 1866–Dec 1868, image 30 of 86.
26
Letter from Sidney Smith to J. W. Bushong, November 6, 1865, NARA M1913,
viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug
1865–May 1866, Nov 1866–Dec 1868, image 30 of 86.
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families who successfully manipulated children and the bureau by
claiming that they could better provide for black children who were
being raised by single African American mothers. Eliza Chinn, a single
mother, wanted her children to live with her instead of the white
family with which they lived. According to the bureau agent, “both
children are well satisfied with their present position.”27 In order to discredit the single mother, the agent claimed that Chinn “is very intemperate and has a notorious bad character.”28 In another letter, Daniel
Dulaney wrote “on behalf [of the] little colored girl” and described her
mother as “a miserable and unthrifty creature,” in contrast with the
white married woman who “has long since expressed to me her intention of giving her [the child] a part of her estate.”29 He believed that the
little girl was “most anxious to remain where she is” and “better cared
for than most of the whites in the U.S.”30 Although the bureau tended
to side with the married black women of Fairfax, single women often
did not gain the support that married women received. Kaiser suggests
that the bureau promoted “a Victorian gender ideology that valued
the dutiful wife,” which allowed agents to support some women while
rejecting others.31 White families that recognized the bureau agents’
bias took advantage of it.
However, married women in Fairfax also struggled to control their
children when white families expressed interest in the “well-being” of
the black child. Mrs. Stott tried to regain her children after she bound
them to two different white men.32 The bureau agent noted the white
families’ care of the children, learning that they “were sent to school

Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, July 23, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 111 of 146.
28
Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, July 23, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 111 of 146.
29
Letter from Daniel F. Dulaney, September 1, 1866, NARA M1913, viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters received and register of letters received, Aug 1865–May 1866,
Nov 1866–Dec 1868, image 52 & 53 of 86.
30
Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, July 23, 1868, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 111 of 146.
31
Kaiser, Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau, 10.
32
Children in families too poor to care for them were often apprenticed, or “bound
out,” to a trade. The “master” or professional was expected to feed, clothe, and house
the child in exchange for their labor.
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all last winter.”33 When he told the children that they would have to
return to their parents, “they said they would not leave their present
homes, and burst into tears.”34 Although these children were “treated
with the tenderest care” and were sent to school by the white families,
they were still bound to the families as laborers. The children were
expected to work, and the white families benefited from the black
children’s labor. The white family assumed paternalistic behavior by
treating the children well, effectively manipulating them into believing that their current situation was better than living with family. Mrs.
Stott did not regain custody of her children because the bureau agent
recommended that the children stay in their present situations. White
families effectively manipulated the children and the agent into believing that they could provide for the children better than their mother.
Whether or not the white families truly cared for the children, they
used the child by benefiting from his or her labor.
Not only did white men steal and manipulate children, but when they
created lawful contracts, they often refused to pay their employees.
Jacqueline Jones claims that reports of abuse and inadequate pay were
“exceptional only in that they were reported to northern officials.”35
In Fairfax, women frequently reported white men who refused to pay
them and other members of their family. For example, Jenny Hunter
complained that “she was not paid for six months of work,” and Harriet Gaddis claimed, “William Cartwright has not paid her daughter.”36
The fact that women in Fairfax frequently reached out to bureau officials suggests that they felt comfortable working with bureau officials
and believed in their ability to enforce justice. When black women accused white men of taking advantage of them and their children, white
men fought against the bureau and claimed their innocence. Enoch
Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, July 26, 1867, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 113 of 146.
34
Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, July 26, 1867, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 113 of 146.
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Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family,
from Slavery to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 71.
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Letter from W. S. Chase to William Cartwright about William Gladdis, January 25,
1868, NARA M1913, viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868,
image 130 of 146. Letter from O. E. Hine to Charles Webster about Jenny Hunter,
January 24, 1867, NARA M1913, viewed on FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug
1865–Oct 1868, image 84 of 146.
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Lowe, a Fairfax native about whom black women had complained at
least two other times, did not pay Lucy Whitely’s daughter enough
and treated her poorly.37 Lowe said he would “make oath to the statement” that “he never hired her” and charged the mother “for boarding
the child.”38 Although the bureau agent believed the freedwoman, as a
white man, Enoch Lowe won when he fought her claim in court.
Black women also lost cases when they reported abuse committed by
white men. In January of 1867 two white men assaulted Harriet Brown
(Follin), a freedwoman, when she refused to cede her home to another
man, George M. Cannon. Joseph Follin (presumably her former enslaver) and James Strother went to her house and demanded that she move
out. When Harriet Brown refused, “Strother who was inside of the
house took her forcibly from the door” and “struck her with a stick,
knocking her down onto the bed near which she was then standing.”39
They then removed her furniture from her house and moved Cannon
into her former home. The Assistant Superintendent, Orrin E. Hine,
ensured that the case was tried in court. According to him, “This grand
jury refused to find a true bill against said Follin and Strother notwithstanding there was positive testimony that such crime was committed.
In a precisely similar case but in which the offence was committed by
colored men upon a white man, this same grand jury reported a true
bill. It is impossible to obtain justice or punish crime before such tribunals when the victims are freedmen.”40 Although black women could
resist white men and enlist the bureau agents’ support, most of their
trials ended in favor of the white men, who refused to acknowledge the
fault of their actions. White juries sided with white defendants.
Another case of abuse by Enoch Lowe was revealed in a disallowed case of the
Southern Claims Commission. Lowe whipped and kidnapped John Jackson, a
free man who lived in Broad Run, Fairfax County, before the war because Jackson
claimed, “I would like to have my children go to school.” John Jackson (Jackson,
no. 19,263), National Archives Record Group 233, Barred and Disallowed Case Files
of the Southern Claims Commission, 1871– 1880 (Microfiche Publication M1407),
https://www.fold3.com/image/27/2219398.
38
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Dec 1868, image 49 of 86.
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White men also tried to maintain control of black labor and families
through political coercion. An agent noted that “there seems to be a
determination among the whites to make the Freedmen bend to their
will in regard to exercising the elective franchise.”41 White men “discouraged colored hands from voting” in the election of 1867, the first
election in which black men’s votes were counted.42 White southerners not only verbally threatened black men but also created franchise
clauses that forced the men “to do as the employer directs in regard to
voting.”43 An agent remarked that “if this should be carried into effect
there would be a small portion of land in this county cultivated this
next season.”44 Considering most black women also worked in the
fields, this remark demonstrates that the agent believed women who
worked alongside men would also refuse to work. In 1867 an agent
reported that families were “turned out of houses for voting the Union
ticket.”45 If Fairfax southerners denied black men the freedom to vote
independently, agents believed Fairfax black women would resist
white southerners in support of the men in their community. Families
risked these severe consequences, like eviction, demonstrating both
men and women’s eagerness to protect the elective franchise despite
white opposition.
Freedmen
Freedmen in Fairfax County shared similar aspirations to other freedmen in Virginia. They wanted to escape white supervision and to control their labor and families. They did so by defining their own type of
labor, continuing to look for separated family members, and attempting to control their wives and children. Through each of these actions,
they declared their masculine role as breadwinner, head of household,
Letter from W. S. Chase to O. Brown, December 31, 1867, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 75, letters sent, Aug 1865–Oct 1868, image 129 of 146.
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and authority figure of the family. However, black women adamantly
opposed their desires for control when it resulted in their abuse or
neglect or their children’s harm.
By making decisions about their own labor, black men attempted to
separate themselves from white control. George Moore worked for
Robert Ferguson, a white man in Alexandria, for a month and a half
in 1866, when he was discharged without wages. Resisting this exploitation, he immediately went to the bureau to complain. The office
of the superintendent paid him as a laborer in September 1866.46 By
November of 1866, he was living in a Freedmen’s Bureau barracks with
his wife and two children. While living there in January of 1867,47 he
applied for a messenger position in Fairfax. In April of 1867, Newton
Whitten (Assistant Superintendent of the Bureau in Alexandria) allowed William Shields of Fairfax Courthouse to hire Moore at a rate of
twenty dollars per month.48 He was a messenger for the assistant commissioner at Falls Church starting in April of 1867.49 He was discharged
from service of the bureau at the end of August 1867.50 Moore’s tumultuous experience with changes in employers illustrates his desire to
resist white exploitation and continue reaching for more fruitful labor.
Report of Tenants Occupying Tenements under Charge of the Bureau Refugees,
Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, September 30, 1866, NARA M1913, viewed on
FamilySearch: roll 50, monthly reports of tenants occupying tenements, Jul 1866–Oct
1867, image 34 of 105.
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Working as a messenger for the bureau presented him with an alternate option for labor that paid fairly well. Although technically he was
not free from white supervision, he was not working for his former
enslaver or another white southerner like Robert Ferguson, who had
more of a capability and desire to exploit his labor.
More common forms of self-defined labor came in the form of black
men who wanted to work and own their own land. Eric Foner insists
that economic autonomy depended on ownership of land because
without it, “their labor could continue to be subject to exploitation by
their former owners.”51 In Fairfax County, freedmen’s aspirations for
escaping white control in the form of land ownership were no different. Requests for help from the Freedmen’s Bureau in obtaining land
occurred fairly often, and black communities who worked for themselves developed quickly. Although there were many requests for land
by black men, few of these requests were realized.
Only a few months after the restored Senate of Virginia voted to ratify
the Thirteenth Amendment, freedmen in Fairfax petitioned for ownership of their own land. In August of 1865, Stephen Parker, John Grey
Thomas, and Albert Parker went to the bureau because they wanted
“to lease a place for five years with the privilege of buying it.”52 George
Armes, the Freedmen’s Bureau superintendent at the time, insisted that
Justice J. B. Bowman grant a hundred acres and “sell them lumber on
credit untill they realise enugh from their crops to pay you.”53 These men
did not want to farm just for subsistence but to farm for the market.
With one hundred acres of land, they did not plan to just survive but to
make enough money to enjoy “the material amenities of freedom.”54 By
attempting to buy land and produce crops, these men sought to enforce
their role as breadwinners for their families. They believed that with this
role came the benefit of escaping white supervision and control of their
labor. Although they did not end up owning any land, there were a few
communities in Fairfax that developed from freedmen who bought land
during these immediate years of Reconstruction.
Foner, Unfinished Reconstruction, 104.
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Located at present-day Chesterbrook, Lincoln Village was just such a
community. Hiram Kinner, Robert Parker, Phelan Robinson, and Milton Edmonds founded this black community in 1866 after they were
forced to leave a former contraband camp in Falls Church located on
the farm of a man called “Mister Nutt.” The four men gained permission to take the contraband camp log house that the government had
constructed for them during the war to Lincoln Village. Y. M. Downey,
the man who leased the farm from Nutt, asked the Freedmen’s Bureau
in April of 1866 to provide a team of men to haul the log buildings for
the freedmen since they did not have a means of moving the buildings themselves.55 However, the next day he found that “the colored
men were hauling away the cabins” and “they all have gotten teams
to haul them away.”56 After spending years in slavery, these four men
gathered sympathetic men who were free and enslaved before the war
to help them move the cabins that were made for and owned by them.
They broke white expectations of their capabilities, refusing to wait
for the Freedmen’s Bureau to give them an answer. This leadership
and support from the community emphasized strong aspirations for
self-determination and ownership. The four men secured lots (outside
Lewinsville) sold to them in April of 1866 by James H. Crocker and
Union general John S. Crocker, migrants from New York who regularly subdivided farms and sold lots to former slaves.57 Buying land
was essential to acquiring independence from white southerners, and
women absolutely supported men who sought economic independence through this approach.
West Ford, freed around 1806 by the terms of the will of George Washington’s sister-in-law, founded the Gum Springs community (near
Mount Vernon). A skilled carpenter, Ford worked for three generations of people who descended from Washington at Mount Vernon.
Bushrod Washington bequeathed him a tract of land, which Ford sold
to purchase 214 acres near a stand of gum trees adjacent to the Mount
Vernon property. In 1857 Ford divided that land among his four children. Two of them stayed and formed the nucleus of a community,
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establishing Bethlehem Baptist Church in 1863 and a public school five
years later.58 Freedmen’s Bureau funds and teachers from the Philadelphia Friends supported education in Gum Springs between 1867 and
1869.59
Assuming their roles as heads of household, freedmen also searched
for lost family members. They attempted to create autonomous families by submitting newspaper advertisements in search of separated
family members. In 1866 John Humphrey searched for his mother and
sisters by submitting an advertisement to the Christian Recorder. At this
time, he was living in Michigan and noted that he “left them at Fairfax County Courthouse, Va., in 1851.”60 Umphry Brown, who lived in
Mississippi when he published his ad in 1866, searched for his thirteenperson family separated by the slave trade.61 These advertisements
demonstrate freedmen’s resistance to forced separation by white
people. Humphrey and others actively used their freedom to purchase
newspaper ads in the hopes of a reunification. These ads were not
unique to Fairfax, as men and women all over the south wrote and
published articles to find lost family members.
Former slaves’ attachment to family persisted for years after separation. Jefferson Philips searched for his parents in 1893. At the time he
lived in Missouri as a preacher. He attempted to reach a larger audience of people who might know his family members by eliciting the
location of their former master’s home: “The man who claimed them
as slaves lived at Fairfax Courthouse.”62 By calling his former enslaver
a man who claimed his family as slaves, Philips actively resisted using
the title of “master.” No man could own his family nor himself.
Leaders within the black community encouraged women to submit to
their husbands’ authority.63 Assuming this role of the ultimate authorOn West Ford and his land purchases, see Scott E. Casper and Sarah Johnson,
Mount Vernon: The Forgotten History of an American Shrine (New York: Hill and Wang,
2008), 24–27; for the division among his children, see John Terry Chase, Gum Springs:
The Triumph of a Black Community (Fairfax, VA: Heritage Resources Program of the
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ity figure in the family, freedmen in Fairfax sometimes resorted to
violence against others to emphasize their control over their wives. In
1867, when Frank Johnson killed Horace Cross, William Shields, the
subassistant commissioner, recounted the circumstances to the commissioner. According to Shields, “Frank Johnson (Freedman) had on
several occasions accused Cross of having conjured his (Johnson’s)
wife and each time, threatened in the presence of others to kill him.”64
Even though “superstition seems to be at the bottom of the whole
affair,” Johnson’s violent backlash shows his refusal to allow another
man to control his wife.65 In the same year, Thomas Garner attacked
James Mathews with a knife because he suspected Mathews “has been
in the habit of visiting Garners wife.”66 Garner’s fear of his wife’s unfaithfulness and lack of submission to him probably made him feel like
he had no control over his family, which led him to attack Mathews in
order to reassert his authority.
In claiming their role as the authority figure in the family, freedmen
not only reacted violently towards other men but also occasionally
attacked their wives. As Faust explains, “Just as ‘paternalism’ and
‘mastery’ were rooted in the concepts of masculinity, so violence was
similarly gendered as male within the ideology of the Old South.”67
Women frequently reported their abusive husbands. The Alexandria
Gazette reported on a Fairfax freedman “notorious in police circles,”
Frank Turner, who escaped from prison and beat his wife on two separate occasions.68 Turner’s wife made a complaint at the station house
when it was safe for her to do so. Susan Dillard complained to the
Fairfax County Freedmen’s Bureau about her husband, “who is in the
habit of ill-treating her, and has driven her away from home, refusing
to support her or her child.”69
Letter from William Shields to S. P. Lee, June 1, 1867, NARA M1913, viewed on
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Just as black women did not tolerate abuse and violence from their husbands, they also resisted their husbands’ claims that they were the ultimate decision-makers for the family. They did so especially when their
husbands’ actions resulted in neglecting the family, as Susan Dillard
demonstrated, or removal of the children from the women’s care. Although we do not know why Dillard’s husband separated himself from
his family, a common dilemma for freedmen was the existence of more
than one family. Since slaveholders sold spouses and children hundreds of miles apart, separating families, freedmen sometimes had more
than one wife.70 Since emancipation meant freedmen could define
their own labor, they also believed they could define their own families.
However, Susan Dillard resisted her husband’s claim to define his own
family (by abandoning wife and child) and held him accountable to his
obligations as the father of her family. In a countervailing example, in
1861 Reed George was taken to Texas, leaving a wife and five children
behind. His wife remarried in his absence. In 1868 he asked the Freedmen’s Bureau to help him reclaim his children. However, the bureau
decided that “the children are well clothed and provided for by the
mother” and that “the children come to school better clothed than
most.”71 He also noted that “the mother has a fine reputation as a hard
worker,” so he recommended that the children stay with the mother.72
The mother had convinced the bureau not to send the children, using
the bureau’s gendered notions of the dutiful mother trope to resist her
former husband’s claim as the ultimate decision-maker for the family.
Freedmen’s Bureau
The main goal for Freedmen’s Bureau agents was to reduce freed
people’s dependency on the government, and this objective was no
different for the bureau in Fairfax County. Its vision of the black family and labor included “notions of independent manhood, dependent
womanhood, and the ‘proper’ family structure,” as Mary Farmer Kaiser
suggests. But in Fairfax County, Victorian gender ideology was secWilliams, Help Me to Find my People, 165.
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ondary to agents’ insistence on freedwomen’s lack of dependency on
the government.73 In order to create productive familial households,
agents intensely encouraged women to find employment, promoted
marriages, and united families. Women resisted the bureau agents’
goals when they clashed with women’s freedom of choice in labor and
partners, but Fairfax bureau agents generally sided with women when
they complained about freedmen and white southern men.
The bureau in Fairfax often promoted marriages based on the bureau’s
belief that black family life required legalization that would decrease
government dependency and increase moral behavior. One way to ensure that women and children did not depend on the government was
to promote marriages so that freedmen would assume responsibility
for women and their children. The Freedmen’s Bureau recognized and
registered marriages by the summer of 1865, but it was not until February 1866 that the Virginia House of Delegates passed a bill permitting
cohabitating black people to register as husband and wife.74 In October
of 1865, subassistant commissioner Sidney Smith reported, “I often
find male and female living together as man and wife, who have never
been married.” He believed that if education was expanded, “these
evils and vices [will be] remedied.”75 The bureau’s notions of morality
were sometimes at odds with those of freed people. Some freed people
who cohabitated refused to marry, perhaps because they lived together
out of necessity and did not want to marry someone they disliked.
In January of 1866, a month before it was possible for freed people to
legalize their marriages, Sidney Smith, the subassistant commissioner,
complained “colored people who live together as man and wife who
are not married . . . refuse to marry.” He asked for instructions on how
to deal with this situation, specifically asking if “they need to be punished after being admonished.”76 How could freed people be punished
if they had no legal right to marry? Smith’s question, which implies a
desire for punishment, illustrates the often authoritarian and controlKaiser, Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau, 34.
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ling behavior of agents who wanted to impose their moral values on
the black community.
Not only was morality in question, but marriage forced men to financially support their children, which relieved the government’s responsibility for those children. In 1867 Captain O. E. Hine, the Assistant
Superintendent for Fairfax, stressed “the necessity of compelling the
fathers of illegitimate children to support them,” because “at least
three fourths of the applications for assistance come from women with
children but who have no husbands.” The added source of income
from the father could help the women and their children get off of the
government’s rations. He also noted that the neglect of fathers was a
moral issue. Without bastardy laws “compelling them to support their
children, the evil continues to exist.”77
Just as promoting marriages was a priority for the bureau, uniting families was also important, as long as transportation was not too expensive
and reunification would remove someone from rations and further
government aid.78 However, bureau agents in Fairfax did not push
women who complained about their husbands abandoning them to reconnect with their runaway husbands. Marry Harris went to the bureau
to complain about her husband, who abused her, left her, and took
her clothing and bed clothing. She wanted her clothes back but never
mentioned anything about wanting her husband back.79 Harriet Wain’s
husband also abandoned her, but she made no indication of wanting
him back.80 Women complicated the bureau’s desires of decreasing dependency when they refused to remarry or move back in with men who
abandoned or abused them. The bureau agents did not express a desire
to reunite these women with the men who left them, which demonstrates their reluctance to place dependent women in danger, even if it
meant they would acquire a renewed dependency on the government.
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Freedmen’s Bureau agents in Fairfax County expected single and married black women, unlike Victorian upper-class white married women,
to work. For the most part, from the point of view of the Freedmen’s
Bureau agents, freedwomen embraced employment. However, as Ann
Virginia Brown demonstrated, they decided their type of labor on
their terms.
Black women desired education and employment in teaching as an alternative to field- or housework, and since teaching was an acceptable
means of employment, as it removed black women from rations lists,
Freedmen’s Bureau agents promoted women’s education. In 1867 subassistant commissioner William Shields noted that “one scholar, only
six years old, and very black, reads so fluently that the family in which
she lives white [illegible] take a weekly newspaper, which she reads to
them in the morning.”81 This dichotomy of an illiterate older white
couple and a literate young black girl is an unusual, but striking, illustration of white people using black labor in new ways after emancipation. Her education allowed her to perform duties that did not include
house- or fieldwork, but this child still had to work for white people.
Shields continued his letter, praising her abilities: “Her correctness
and expression in reading would be wonderful in a much older child.
I mention this as an instance of their wonderful capacity for acquiring knowledge.”82 He mentioned her ability as “an older child” to elicit
more support in schools that would encourage alternative forms of
employment and literacy for freed people.
Two black women taught at Freedmen’s Bureau schools in Fairfax,
which reflected the frequency of black women teachers in Virginia. In
the entire south, black teachers outnumbered northern white teachers four to three, and white teachers only outnumbered black teachers
when southern whites were included.83 Harriet Jenkins, one of two
African American teachers who sent school reports to the Freedmen’s
Bureau, taught at the Mt. Pisgah School (Falls Church) and demonstrated the values that the northern society, Philadelphia Friends,
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wanted black students to learn in their schools. In her letter to the
Friends’ Intelligencer, she thanked the “good people of Philadelphia for
the reading matter sent me every week. I receive the Friends’ Intelligencer regularly, and have become much attached to it, on account of the
true Christian principles it sets forth.”84 Themes of devotion to students, to family, and to God permeate the pages of Friends’ Intelligencer.
As a northerner herself who enjoyed the newsletter and the lessons
it advocated, she upheld and probably stressed a woman’s Christian
“principles” or household roles in her classes.
Maggie Lewis, a native of Fairfax, was a black teaching assistant for the
Freedmen’s Bureau at Fairfax Courthouse. Mary McBride, the white
northern teacher at Fairfax Courthouse, suffered from some type of illness associated with her eyes, which impaired her vision and occasionally prevented her from teaching.85 When she was sick for a couple of
days, the students were taught by the assistant, Maggie Lewis, who was
a former student of the same school.86 Two years after Maggie Lewis
started assistant teaching at Fairfax Courthouse, she wrote the following letter to the Friends’ Intelligencer:
I am very grateful to you for all that you have done for me; and I will try to
do as well as I can to deserve it. My education is, as you know, very poor yet,
but I will endeavor to do the best of my ability with the scholars which Miss
Mary has placed under me to teach them. My own tasks I study as good as I
can, but I do not always know them as well as I would like to. . . . My parents
also desire to be remembered gratefully to you for your kindness to us.87

Lewis used careful and self-deprecating language in order not to insult
the white community that provided her with education and a job. Her
language indicates a lack of confidence, but she illustrates a strong
desire to continue learning and teaching. Whether or not she believed
what she wrote for the white northern audience, she assumed the image of a freedwoman who depended upon the white northern community and devoted herself to her studies and students so that she could
enlist and maintain their support.
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Although there were cases of black women teachers and students,
agents continued to encourage women to work in the fields in the
immediate aftermath of emancipation. Most women did work in the
fields, but others, like Ann Virginia Brown, refused. Their rejection of
fieldwork for white southerners created tension between freedwomen
and bureau agents. George Armes, the Assistant Superintendent who
sent a guard to force Brown to work, reflected on his actions at the
end of his letter, stating, “I suppose that I was justified in doing what
I did.”88 Ann Brown made him question his actions and objective of
reducing freed people’s dependency on government rations. William
Shields, the Assistant Superintendent two years later, in 1867, noted
that women who worked on the crops displayed “a great energy and
perseverance, seeming to feel a pride in their success, and very great
ambition to own their little farms.”89 His observation could illustrate
freedwomen’s determination for land ownership, their productive values, and support of their husbands’ agricultural endeavors. However,
his remarks more accurately indicate how he wanted women to feel
about their work.
The Civil War transformed the circumstances in which Fairfax
County African American women lived. White southern men, freedmen, and the Freedmen’s Bureau agents in Fairfax County represent
three groups of men that emerged in post–Civil War Fairfax County
with opposing visions of what black labor and family should look like,
based on their respective views of race and gender roles. Each group
interacted differently with black women who resisted aspirations that
curtailed their vision of a safe, economically secure, and independent
freedom. Fairfax black women’s relationships with freedmen and
white southern men were similar to other black women’s experiences
throughout the south, but their relationship with Freedmen’s Bureau
agents was more cooperative than in other areas of the south.
Black women resisted both white men and freedmen when those
groups attempted to manipulate, abuse, or control them or their children. Both groups of men wanted power. White men from Fairfax,
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like white southerners in other parts of the south, believed that they
deserved to maintain control of black labor, so they desperately attempted to preserve their prewar notions of masculinity rooted in
paternalism and mastery through abuse and manipulation. Women resisted their attempts to separate their families and exploit their family’s
labor. Women also enlisted themselves in varying types of labor, resisting white southern men’s notions that black people were inherently
lazy. Freedmen, on the other hand, desired to escape white supervision
and control by establishing themselves as the authority figure of their
households and attempting to establish independent incomes. Women
did not surrender complete authority to their husbands but used new
resources like the Freedmen’s Bureau and the courts to receive justice
or compensation from neglectful or abusive partners.
The Freedmen’s Bureau agents and black women in Fairfax County often cooperated because they shared similar values and because unemployment and reliance on the government was minimal compared to
other parts of the south. Bureau agents sided with married black women when they complained about abusive husbands or white men, as
both women and agents wanted justice and economic independency.
Women used the helpless woman and dutiful wife and mother tropes
to enlist the bureau’s aid in resisting white men and freedmen who
threatened their welfare and security. The bureau supported women’s
pursuits in education, sided with women when they wanted men to
support their children, and only united families when the women
desired it. This independence led some women to refuse to marry or in
some cases find employment, to the dismay of bureau agents.
In the midst of white opposition to emancipation, the agency of African Americans who lived in Fairfax County became more apparent
during Reconstruction, when they could more visibly enact their own
definitions of freedom based on autonomous families and choice of
labor. Freedwomen demonstrated their resistance to white notions
of black inferiority when they advocated for equal protection under
the law through the Freedmen’s Bureau. Desire for control of their
children and persistence of emotional attachment also demonstrate
resistance to separation caused by white people and white desires for
control over black bodies. Although emancipation did not eliminate
inequality and white violence, African American women persisted
73

and asserted their free status by resisting white southerners’ threats to
their economic independence and their autonomous families.

74

Bibliography
Primary Sources
Records of the Field Offices for the State of Virginia, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen
and Abandoned Lands, 1865–1872. Microfilm Publication M1913. College Park,
Maryland: National Archives and Records Administration. Rolls 36, 47, 50,
75, 76. Viewed on FamilySearch.
“Friends Amongst the Freedmen.” Friends’ Intelligencer. February 13, 1869.
Friends’ Intelligencer. July 27, 1867.
General John S. Crocker Obituary. Boston Journal. September 15, 1890.
Hergesheimer, Edwin. Map Showing the Distribution of the Slave Population of the
Southern States of the United States. Washington, DC: Henry S. Graham, 1861.
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3861e.cw0013200/.
“Information Wanted.” May 19, 1866. Christian Recorder.
“Information Wanted.” January 19, 1893. Christian Recorder.
Jackson, John. Jackson, no. 19,263, National Archives Record Group 233, Barred
and Disallowed Case Files of the Southern Claims Commission, 1871–1880
(Microfiche Publication M1407).
“Mr. Editor.” May 13, 1866. Southwestern Christian Advocate.

Secondary Sources
Berlin, Ira, and Leslie S. Rowland. Families and Freedom: A Documentary History of
African-American Kinship in the Civil War Era. New York: New Press, 1996.
Bercaw, Nancy. Gendered Freedoms: Race, Rights, and the Politics of Household in the
Delta, 1861–1875. Gainesville: University of Florida, 2003.
Brown, Elsa Barkley. “To Catch a Vision of Freedom: Reconstructing Southern Black
Women’s Political History 1865–1880.” In Unequal Sisters: A Multicultural
Reader in U.S. Women’s History, 3rd ed. Edited by Ellen DuBois and Vicki
Ruiz. New York: Routledge, 2000.
Butchart, Ronald E. Northern Schools, Southern Blacks, and Reconstruction. Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press, 1980.
Casper, Scott E., and Sarah Johnson. Mount Vernon: The Forgotten History of an
American Shrine. New York: Hill and Wang, 2008.
Chase, John Terry. Gum Springs: The Triumph of a Black Community. Fairfax, VA:
Heritage Resources Program of the Fairfax County Office of Comprehensive
Planning, 1990.
Crouch, Barry A. “The ‘Chords of Love’: Legalizing Black Marital and Family Rights
in Postwar Texas.” Journal of Negro History 79, no. 4 (Autumn 1994): 334–51.
75

Du Bois, W. E. B. Black Reconstruction in America. New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Company, 1935.
———. Souls of Black Folk. Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1903.
Faust, Drew Gilpin. Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the
American Civil War. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996.
Foner, Eric. Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877. New York:
Perennial Classics, 1988.
Frazier, Edward Franklin. The Negro Family in the United States. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1939.
Genovese, Eugene D. Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made. New York: Vintage
Books, 1976.
Jones, Catherine. “Ties that Bind, Bonds that Break: Children in the Reorganization
of Households in Postemancipaiton Virginia.” Journal of Southern History 76
(February 2010): 71–106.
Jones, Jacqueline. Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family,
from Slavery to the Present. New York: Basic Books, 2009.
Jones, Martha S. All Bound Up Together: The Woman Question in African American
Public Culture, 1830–1900. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2007.
Kaiser, Mary Farmer. Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau: Race, Gender, and Public
Policy in the Age of Emancipation. New York: Fordham University, 2010.
Mauro, Charles V. The Civil War in Fairfax County: Civilians and Soldiers. Charleston:
The History Press, 2006.
Moynihan, Daniel Patrick. The Negro Family in America: The Case for National Action.
N.p.: US Department of Labor, 1965.
Netherton, Nan, and Daniel Sweig. Fairfax County, Virginia: A History. Fairfax, VA:
Fairfax County Board of Supervisors, 1978.
Petersilia, Martin, and Russel Wright. Hope Park and the Hope Park Mill. Fairfax, VA:
Fairfax County Office of Comprehensive Planning, 1978.
Robison, Debbie. “Educating Freedmen During Reconstruction in Fairfax County.”
Northern Virginia History Notes, December 6, 2014. http://www
.novahistory.org/FreedmenEducation/FreedmenEducation.htm.
Sweig, Donald Mitchell. “Northern Virginia Slavery: A Statistical and Demographic
Investigation.” PhD diss., College of William and Mary, 1982.
Williams, Heather. Help Me to Find my People: The African American Search for Family
Lost in Slavery. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012.
Zipf, Karin L. Labor of Innocents: Forced Apprenticeship in North Carolina, 1715–1919.
Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005.

76

About the Author:
Courtney Ebersohl, a senior from Fairfax, Virginia, graduated in the
spring of 2019 with a dual degree in history and French, with a minor in art history. She intends to pursue a graduate degree in history,
focusing on the intersections of race and gender during the American Civil War era. She is particularly interested in southern African
American women’s experiences during Reconstruction. She hopes to
be a lifelong learner, advocate, teacher, and researcher.

77

“W. B. Camp, Clell Pruett, and L. E. Plymale burn a copy of ‘The
Grapes of Wrath,’” August 24, 1939. Courtesy of Kern County
Museum. Used by permission.

The Wrath of Kern
County
Banning The Grapes of Wrath
in the Summer of 1939
Gillian Barth
Virginia Tech

J

ohn Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath inspired many readers and
received both praise and criticism from literary critics when it was
published in April 1939. People all over the country were reading,
discussing, and evaluating Steinbeck’s famous novel, which centered
on a migrant family traveling from Oklahoma to California in search
of a better living during the Great Depression. The Grapes of Wrath is
a work of fiction, inspired by first-hand accounts of the experiences
of thousands of migrants traveling from the Midwest to California,
which in the eyes of migrants was the golden state of opportunity. It
portrays the brutal realities and toil faced by migrant families who
risked everything to seek a fresh start in a completely new world.
Literary critics praised the novel for its honesty and vivid detail, and in
1940, one year after the novel was published, The Grapes of Wrath won
the Pulitzer Prize, elevating Steinbeck’s career.1
Steinbeck sought to make a statement with this novel, and it created a
wave of hatred and fear in one southern California county. The Associated Farmers of Kern County, California, responded with such
negativity to the novel that the Board of Supervisors, many of whom
were part of the Associated Farmers, immediately banned the novel
from public libraries and schools in Kern. The Associated Farmers also
1

Harold Bloom, John Steinbeck (Broomall, PA: Chelsea House Publishers, 2000), 12.
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publicly spoke against the novel, as it painted a grim picture of Californians and farmers.
Several authors have written about the censorship of novels, specifically the ban of The Grapes of Wrath in Kern County. Rick Wartzman
published Obscene in the Extreme: The Burning and Banning of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath in 2008, giving a behind-the-scenes account
of the days leading up to the Kern County Board of Supervisors’ vote
on banning The Grapes of Wrath from public libraries and schools. He
provides an in-depth look and writes a clear narrative about the lives of
several persuasive individuals who carried out the ban and the events
that heightened tensions in Kern County regarding Steinbeck’s novel.
Wartzman argues that censorship, when placed in the hands of powerful people, poses a threat to ordinary individuals. In “Forbidden Fruit:
The Banning of The Grapes of Wrath in the Kern County Free Library,”
Marci Lingo gives a detailed description of the economic, social, and
political conditions of Kern County in the 1930s. Lingo argues that
each of these conditions shaped the banning of Steinbeck’s work. In
this research paper, I refer heavily to Lingo’s and Wartzman’s research,
as well as a number of newspaper articles published during the summer of 1939 from the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times.
The Kern County Board of Supervisors banned The Grapes of Wrath
because of Steinbeck’s mostly accurate representation of conditions
in California for migrant families. Farmers in Kern County did not appreciate the negative light in which they and their home were cast and
argued that Steinbeck had written many falsehoods. The Associated
Farmers of Kern County, an influential organization, used its power to
shape the minds of the people of Kern County and ultimately used its
influence to persuade the Board of Supervisors to ban The Grapes of
Wrath. However, after tensions decreased in Kern County, many people began to question whether the board had overstepped its bounds,
and the board lifted the ban after a year and a half. Presently, Kern
County celebrates and praises John Steinbeck as a meaningful writer
in American literature. John Steinbeck gave readers a look into the
lives of fellow Americans who were forced off their land, compelled to
leave their homes in search of something better. In the words of one
critic, the book would lead the reader to “plunder his store of values,
jerk him a little way out of himself and force him to think upon the
80

lives of people heretofore unknown to him perhaps, lives foreign to his
own, but no less significant, no less real.”2 I argue in this research paper
that the Associated Farmers of Kern County, many of whom served on
the Board of Supervisors in Kern, banned the novel due to their disgust and how Steinbeck portrayed Kern County as unforgiving in the
wake of the migrant crisis during the Great Depression.
1939: On the Brink of War and Submerged in an Economic
Depression
The Grapes of Wrath was published during a turbulent time in American history, one that put Americans on edge. In 1939 the United States
was experiencing one of the worst economic disasters in history. The
United States was in the middle of the “Great Depression, a looming
world war, political upheaval from the left and right side of politics,
around the world and in the United States.”3 While the worst of the
Great Depression was over, families still suffered from a weak economy. People living in the Midwest also struggled through an extreme
drought that caused dust storms to arise, destroying their farms and
livestock. In addition to economic and political issues at home, global
instability and the rise of new and potentially threatening political ideologies in Europe threatened the United States’ security and stability.
On the continent of Europe, “Hitler’s troops were amassed along the
fifteen-hundred-mile German-Polish border. The Soviets and Japanese
clashed along Mongolia’s Khalkha River. And Franco was ruthlessly
consolidating his power in Spain.”4 Business leaders and elites in the
United States viewed the changing political ideologies of western and
eastern Europe and Asia as frightening and worried about the possibility of similar movements that could potentially threaten an existing
order that had been in place for decades.
Steinbeck’s Inspiration for The Grapes of Wrath
The Grapes of Wrath took years of dedication and determination for
Harold Bloom, John Steinbeck.
Rick Wartzman, Obscene in the Extreme: The Burning and Banning of John Steinbeck’s
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Steinbeck to create. Steinbeck was born and raised in the Salinas
Valley of California and was passionate about the events occurring
in his hometown. The 1936 Salinas lettuce strike helped fuel Steinbeck’s anger toward California’s big agricultural interests.5 Steinbeck
understood his responsibility to give migrant families a voice and
conducted thorough research in order to sustain an accurate image of
migrant families and their experiences. In order to create The Grapes
of Wrath, he traveled up and down California to gather first-hand
accounts of migrant experiences. Steinbeck traveled “among the
valley’s farmworkers, earning their trust, taking in their stories, and,
eventually, feeling their anger and making it his own.”6 Tom Collins
assisted Steinbeck on his journey through California. Collins “ran
the federal government’s migrant labor camp in Arvin, just outside
Bakersfield, compiled copious information that Steinbeck put to good
use in his novel.”7 Steinbeck included such accurate portrayals that
“whole scenes in the book appear to have been formed from Collins’s
sketches of the Arvin camp.”8 One camp that Steinbeck and Collins
visited was the Kern Migratory Labor Camp. This labor camp was described as “an absolute sanctuary compared with the Hoovervilles . . .
where residents were treated with respect.”9 Alongside Tom Collins,
a photographer was employed to take photos of migrant families and
the camps where they were located that later appeared as a “pictorial
record in Life magazine” in order to demonstrate that the novel did not
exaggerate.10 These photographs taken by the photographer provided
Steinbeck the necessary means to create a novel that was true to life,
although a work of fiction.
National Reception of The Grapes of Wrath
The Grapes of Wrath was published on April 14, 1939.11 Upon publication,
John Steinbeck’s novel received critical acclamation. By the end of 1939,
it “would become a true commercial phenomenon with Steinbeck on
Wartzman, Obscene in the Extreme, 89.
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pace to sell 430,000 copies.”12 After publication, swift efforts were made
to adapt the novel to the big screen. The film version of The Grapes of
Wrath was released in 1940 and earned several Oscar nominations and
won Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Supporting Actress.13
The Grapes of Wrath was praised by literary critics because it gave
a voice to migrant families. Literary critic Louise Long said that
Steinbeck “has written the lives of a lonely, lost, homeless people.
People who belong to America, who are a part of the land, wanderers now over the face of the continent, sick and bewildered: migrants:
Americans.”14 Long would go on to say that Steinbeck created protagonists that possessed courage, kindness, toughness, and resiliency.15
Joseph Henry Jackson, the literary editor for the San Francisco Chronicle
in 1939, wrote in an introduction to a 1940 edition of The Grapes of
Wrath that Steinbeck forged a “magnificent piece of special pleading,
a novel that moved its readers—to pity, to disgust, to rage, but always
moved them—and the most discussed, most significant work of fiction
this year, perhaps of its decade.”16 Other critics took note of Steinbeck’s bleak, sharp stance on the struggle of migrants. Peter Monro
Jack argued that this “story reads like the news from Nazi Germany.”17
He stated that The Grapes of Wrath “is as pitiful and angry a novel ever
to be written about America.”18 For Jack, the novel presented America
in a different light than before: vulnerable and weak.
Steinbeck’s novel became an instant classic and provoked conversations about the plight of migrants. The Grapes of Wrath made readers
question whether the experiences of the protagonist family, the Joads,
Wartzman, Obscene in the Extreme, 72.
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were true. Were conditions truly this harsh and was the government of
California doing nothing to aid the migrant families? Steinbeck’s novel
“touched off within California a controversy which quickly became
national. Were the Joads . . . typical of the Oklahoma new-poor? Were
the Joads’ experiences typical? Was California as a whole the callous,
brutal, exploiting State that the Joads found in Steinbeck’s story?”19
Americans living on the opposite end of the nation could not relate to
the migrant families traveling across the US and relied on Steinbeck’s
narrative to inform their understanding of the migrants’ plight. While
many readers questioned the authenticity and frankness of Steinbeck’s
writing, book sales skyrocketed in 1939. With the announcement of a
motion picture of The Grapes of Wrath, more people were introduced
to the novel, creating a larger audience. The Grapes of Wrath and Steinbeck “were dinner-table topics from one end of the country to the
other.”20 What Steinbeck had set out to accomplish when he wrote
The Grapes of Wrath was to get Americans discussing the migrant
crisis—exactly what people all over the country were doing. Eleanor
Roosevelt, the First Lady of the United States in 1939, described her experience reading The Grapes of Wrath as “an unforgettable experience.
. . . There are 500,000 Americans that live in the covers of that book.”21
Whether or not readers agreed with Steinbeck and his portrayal of
the migrant crisis in California, people could not deny the profound
impact Steinbeck’s novel established in the minds of Americans.
Multiple organizations were devoted to raising money for the migrants and designed relief concerts and parties to raise awareness.
Some held “‘Grapes of Wrath’ parties looking to raise money to aid
the migrants.”22 National organizations such as the United Cannery,
Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America “recruited five
young Broadway actors to tour the West and Southwest, with ticket
sales going into UCAPAWA’s coffers. The troupe’s name: The Grapes
of Wrath Players.”23 Woody Guthrie, an influential folk singer, “played
at a ‘Grapes of Wrath Evening’ at the Forrest Theater in New York to
Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, xii.
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benefit agricultural laborers.”24
Reactions to The Grapes of Wrath were not uniformly positive. Migrants
feared that they were being stereotyped as “white trash—a stigma that
they were having a hard-enough time shaking.”25 Migrant families were
forced off their homeland. They loaded trucks and cars with everything they could carry and traveled across thousands of miles, oftentimes with hardly enough to eat, the hot sun baking their scorched
skin. These travelers were then forced to beg for food or water in order
to stay alive; they did not appreciate how Steinbeck “demeaned them,
how it made them seem dirty and bawdy and uncouth.”26 As a result,
migrants attained a negative stereotype in the eyes of people who
viewed this kind of behavior as shameful and immoral.
Negative stereotypes of migrants endured in Kern County as well. The
community of migrants was “branded as being full of ‘drunks, chiselers, exploiters and social leeches.’”27 In Kern County, the origins of the
stereotype for migrants came from “local businessmen, health officers,
and Associated Farmers officials who had been the ones to stereotype
the Okies in the first place.”28 These people did not want the image of
their town to be associated with the depiction of immoral migrants
filling up their city looking for work. For them, keeping Kern County
pure and respected was a priority. Anything that came to ruin that image, including Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, would not be welcome.
Wrathful Responses from Kern County
Kern County, located in Southern California, twenty miles outside
Bakersfield, was one of the settings for Steinbeck’s novel. The San
Joaquin Valley, an area that encompasses most of Kern County, was
an area where migrant families first arrived when searching for work.
The influx of people searching for work was so great that Kern County
and the state of California could not provide enough support for the
migrant families. The solution of where to house, feed, give medical
relief to, and care for the migrant families weighed heavily upon local
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government officials.29 Financial burdens due to the increasing number
of people coming into California destabilized state and local politics.
Californians “protested that they are assuming an unfair proportion of
the nation’s relief load because rainbow-chasing indigents, who would
otherwise be supported by their home States, have poured into California and become public charges.”30 The influx of migrants also resulted in economic and social concerns for local citizens. Kern County
officials specifically complained that it “felt the pinch as hordes of Dust
Bowl refugees glutted the San Joaquin labor market.”31 Other planters
blasted the influx of migrant families as an “invasion! They’re worse
than a plague of locusts!”32 This atmosphere influenced Kern County
farmers’ negative reception of the novel.
The driving force behind censoring The Grapes of Wrath was the Associated Farmers of Kern County. Through the California Farm Bureau Federation and California’s Chamber of Commerce, this group
of farmers first formed in 1933.33 Associated Farmers was backed by
powerful corporations such as Bank of America, Pacific Gas and
Electric, Standard Oil, Southern Pacific Railroad, and the Canners
League.34 This was a conservative-minded group of farmers, and it
effectively blocked California’s attempts to create a system of camps
for workers and denied any legislation being passed by Governor
Culbert Olson, who was a liberal Democrat.35 In this strained political atmosphere and with the assistance of wealthy corporations, the
Associated Farmers organization was able to push its conservative
agenda onto the Board of Supervisors in order to ban Steinbeck’s
novel.
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When Steinbeck’s prose arrived in Kern County, farmers had been unimpressed with his work and most of their arguments drew from their
frustration with how they had been portrayed in the novel. Farmers of
the San Joaquin Valley argued that Steinbeck characterized them as
“tyrannical oppressors.”36 Kern was their home, and people argued that
Steinbeck, not even a resident of Kern, had no right in thrusting his
view in the novel.37 Stanley Abel, a member of the Board of Supervisors, was one of the first people to voice his concerns about The Grapes
of Wrath. He complained about Steinbeck’s depiction of “public officials, law enforcement officers and civil administrates, businessmen,
farmers and ordinary citizens as inhumane vigilantes, breathing class
hatred and divested of sympathy or human decency or understanding toward a great, and to us unwelcome, economic problem brought
about by an astounding influx of refugees, indigent farmers, who
were dusted or tractored or foreclosed out of Oklahoma, Kansas,
Nebraska, Arkansas, Missouri, Texas and others of our sister states.”38
W. B. Camp, president of the Associated Farmers of Kern County and
a member of the Kern County Board of Supervisors, explained that
because of the “sensationalism in the book not only Kern county but
all of agriculture and California have received a black eye.”39 The Associated Farmers presumed that Steinbeck was a “hazard to the existing order” of operations in Kern County.40 The Associated Farmers
stopped at nothing in order to make it known that Steinbeck’s novel
was not accepted by California farmers and that, according to them, it
misrepresented them entirely.
One particular issue the farmers were upset with was that Steinbeck
implied they were exploiting migrants for their labor and paying them
low wages. W. B. Camp commented that “Steinbeck was wrong to
put forward that growers are exploiting this labor and hiring them for
a few cents per day. . . . California farmers pay their labor more than
twice as much as most of these migrants received back home.”41 Camp
insisted that agricultural wages were high and that Steinbeck picked
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“isolated cases . . . and twisted such cases to fit into the picture he
wanted to paint.”42 The Associated Farmers needed to disprove Steinbeck’s representation of migrants in order for their organization to
maintain a beneficial image.
Another major issue was Steinbeck’s accusation that both the farmers
and the local government were failing to help the migrants. Despite
the unwelcome attitudes quickly forming in Kern County, some work
was being done to assist the thousands of people entering California. Kern County “increased its already heavy tax load to care for
the uninvited guests” in order to increase human mercy and public
health.43 Farmers and residents argued that free medical care was given
to migrants, with Kern spending “$6.20 per capita on migrant relief.”44
The fact of the matter is that the migrant crisis was putting a strain on
California’s welfare system, which appeared to be in need of reform.
Notwithstanding the minimal effort being made by Kern County in
the wake of the migrant crisis, Steinbeck implied that no efforts were
being made on behalf of the migrant community.
The Associated Farmers and other Kern citizens were quick to criticize
Steinbeck’s portrayal. A controversial scene at the end of The Grapes
of Wrath occurs when one member of the Joad family, Rose of Sharon,
gives birth to her baby in an abandoned streetcar with the help of
her mother and a stranger the family had just met. One Kern County
resident explained this scene as false because “she must have been
purposely hiding from the staff of field nurses deployed throughout
Kern County who administered health care to the migrants.”45 Stanley
Abel attacked Steinbeck, saying that he “chose to ignore the education, recreation, hospitalization, welfare and relief services, unexcelled
by any other political subdivision in the United States, made available by Kern County to every resident in Kern County.”46 Meanwhile,
Gretchen Knief, head librarian at the Kern County Public Library,
stated that the citizens of Kern County “do not minimize the plight of
the migrants, but that they do object to Mr. Steinbeck’s accusations of
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community negligence in caring for them.”47 The Associated Farmers
defiantly attacked Steinbeck’s novel and the asserted misrepresentation of their community.
The Associated Farmers also accused Steinbeck of denigrating the
migrants in his description of them and their daily lives. Speaking at
a radio station in Los Angeles, the KFI, W. B. Camp stated that “these
migrants as a class are the finest kind of people . . . yet this book pictures them as being very mean and of the lowest class of humanity.”48
Stanley Abel stated that Steinbeck’s prose “offended our citizenry by
falsely implying that many of our fine people are low, ignorant, profane
and blasphemous type living in a vicious and filthy manner.”49 Camp
went to great lengths to use this criticism to project a sense of unity
between the farmers and migrants. A California news article published
during the summer of 1939 described the efforts of the Associated
Farmers to ban Steinbeck’s novel and included a photo of W. B. Camp,
a farm laborer identified as a migrant, and another farmer burning his
copy of The Grapes of Wrath.50
The Associated Farmers and citizens of Kern County were not alone
in protesting the novel. State-wide and national groups also joined in
the fray. The national organization Pro-America, consisting mainly of
Republican-voting women, joined the voices of the Associated Farmers in their loathing of Steinbeck and his book. Speakers at a special
statewide meeting of Pro-America “denounced a recent book dealing
with California’s migrant problem” and labeled Steinbeck’s novel as
“smear literature and deliberately destructive propaganda.”51 The purpose of the meeting was to “refute the pictures of migrant conditions
as portrayed in John Steinbeck’s ‘Grapes of Wrath.’”52 The chorus of
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disapproval joined together in a collective voice to ban the novel.53 Indeed, in the coming days, the Kern County Board of Supervisors voted
that the only way forward was to censor the novel.
Banning the Novel
The social and financial fears created by the influx of migrants to
California disturbed local farmers, and Steinbeck’s novel created a
charged political cloud that fueled the Kern County Board of Supervisors’ decision to ban The Grapes of Wrath. Of the voices who publicly
denounced the book, farmers made up the majority. The Board of Supervisors voted in favor of banning the novel on August 21, 1939, and
the book was immediately taken off the shelves of the public library in
Kern as well as in public schools. Officially, the Kern County Board of
Supervisors based their decision to ban the novel on what it characterized as its obscene and misleading propaganda and the fact that the
supervisors believed Steinbeck’s work downplayed the aid Kern County was giving to migrant workers. One member of the board called the
novel a “libel and a lie.”54 Another key factor in banning The Grapes of
Wrath was the fact that two members of the Associated Farmers, Stanley Abel and W. B. Camp, the latter the president of the organization,
were instrumental in imposing their opinions and outrage regarding
Steinbeck’s novel and could use their power in implementing the ban
in Kern County.
The Board of Supervisors was also able to point to a number of other
controversies surrounding the novel in order to justify the ban. Other
controversial subjects The Grapes of Wrath introduced were socialism
and the frequent occurrence of swear words. Kern County board
members were afraid that the reference to socialism in the novel and
its “breathing class hatred” would ignite a political upheaval in Kern
County.55 America was a capitalist society that feared the growing acceptance of socialism across the Atlantic. At the same time, Steinbeck
included many swear and taboo words in his novel. The Kern County
For Marci Lingo, the ban represented the “ambivalent attitudes about the
Okies, illustrate[d] the power of governing boards to censor public libraries, and
underscore[d] the precarious nature of intellectual freedom in libraries.” Lingo, “Forbidden Fruit,” 360.
54
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Board of Supervisors classified this language as “lewd, foul, and obscene language . . . and unfit for use in American homes.”56 Inappropriate language used included “bastard, bitch, shitheel, ass, tit, dong,
pecker, nuts, and fingering’ hisself.”57 Steinbeck’s novel was not viewed
as pure enough or socially acceptable to publicly shelve in libraries and
schools.
Responses to the Ban
There were two main groups of organizations that voiced their opposition to the board’s decision to ban the book: civil liberties groups and
pro-labor factions. The American Civil Liberties Union, or the ACLU,
worried about the “legality of the ban.”58 Even the Kern chapter of the
American Civil Liberties Union cited the ban as “illegal censorship.”59
Not just organizations but individual citizens who were “unconnected
with either contingent also spoke out against the board’s action, including local clergy, county health workers and private citizens.”60 At
the core of the protests, people were concerned with the authority of
the board to censor any books whatsoever. This opinion, however, was
small and had little influence in comparison to the wrath of the Associated Farmers.
Not everyone in Kern County argued for or even agreed with the ban.
Ordinary citizens of Kern County voiced their opposition to the Board
of Supervisors’ decision. Raymond Henderson, a prosecutor from
Bakersfield attacked the Board of Supervisors. Henderson spoke out
against the power exercised by government officials, stating that “this
is the philosophy of fuehrers and dictators. . . . That is what they do
over in Italy and Germany and Russia and Japan.”61 Residents of Kern
County had reportedly made “zero” complaints about The Grapes of
Wrath.62 Some believed the burning of Steinbeck’s novel by a migrant
worker was a publicity stunt. Yet, when county supervisor and Associated Farmers’ member Stanley Abel was asked by a reporter if “the
Wartzman, Obscene in the Extreme, 55.
Wartzman, Obscene in the Extreme, 56.
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action of the supervisors in banning The Grapes of Wrath was in response to popular demand,” Abel replied with “I should say so, yes.”63
The self-serving interest of the Board of Supervisors and the Associated Farmers of Kern County focused on correcting the inaccuracies
written about farmers and Kern County in The Grapes of Wrath. Thus,
the novel was banned in response to their own personal opinion rather
than the popular opinion of Kern County.
The Associated Farmers continued their crusade against the novel
even after it was banned. W. B. Camp worked closely with the Kern
Chapter of Commerce to produce a “three-reel color film that would
showcase just how generous the locals had been toward the migrants
in providing food, clothing, schooling, hospitalization, and employment called ‘The Plums of Plenty.’”64 This production sows doubt
about the motives behind the decision to ban the novel. The action of
censorship, in the words of Wartzman, could have been an “attempt to
shift the spotlight off of themselves so that, once back in the shadows,
they could continue to subjugate their workers and tamp down their
wages. . . . W. B. Camp and others firmly believed that society was in
danger of disintegrating.”65 The suspicious nature of the actions behind banning the novel were addressed in the years to come as board
members began rethinking the ban.
Reevaluating the Ban
When the Board of Supervisors voted to ban The Grapes of Wrath from
public libraries and schools, there was no mandate for how long the
ban would remain in effect. In the event, censorship of the novel lasted
for a year and a half, by which time tensions had cooled off in Kern
County.66 Some continued to challenge the legality of the ban. More
important, judgments changed as people in Kern began thinking the
board had overstepped its bounds. There was a growing sense that
Kern County was overreacting to the novel and that the harsh ban was
unnecessary. The Associated Farmers backtracked its steps in April
“Farmers Score Steinbeck Book: Kern Association Calls ‘Grapes of Wrath’ Vilest
Propaganda,” Los Angeles Times, August 21, 1939, 6, https://search-proquest-com
.ezproxy.lib.vt.edu/docview/164921168?accountid=14826.
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1940, stating that the ban was “orchestrated to help Steinbeck deliver
his message.”67 Today, dramatic change has taken place regarding the
county’s opinion on The Grapes of Wrath. Kern County residents now
celebrate the novel. The Board of Supervisors, “the same body that
had voted to ban the book, now has passed a resolution praising it.”68
In October of 2002, the Kern Board of Supervisors voted to enact
October as “Reading The Grapes of Wrath month.”69
Conclusion
John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath garnered esteem and outrage
upon publication in April 1939. Literary critics praised Steinbeck’s
novel for bringing forth worthy discussions of the migrant crisis in
California. The Grapes of Wrath angered farmers in Kern County,
California, for its brutally honest and real depiction of the conditions
experienced by migrant families traveling across the United States.
The Kern County Board of Supervisors and the Associated Farmers
of Kern County attacked not only the novel for its apparent crude
language but Steinbeck himself for debasing Kern County and the
agricultural industry in California. As a result, the Board of Supervisors voted to ban the novel from public schools and libraries in Kern.
Protests erupted over the authority of the board for censoring the
novel. As the political climate of Kern cooled off and tensions over
The Grapes of Wrath and Steinbeck lessened, many residents, including members of the Board of Supervisors, began reevaluating the ban.
But just a year and a half later, the ban was lifted. Today, Kern County
praises the novel as great American literature and celebrates John
Steinbeck’s work. The incident demonstrated the extent to which censorship practices could be embraced in a politically charged time. The
sense that censorship should not be implemented by government officials on the state or national level, which emerged during this debate,
holds strong in Kern County today.
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“Graffiti of Mubarak.” Photo by Ramy Raoof. Taken January 31, 2011. Image cropped.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/38290178@N06/5405409376/. This photo is licensed
under the Creative Commons CC BY 2.0. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/2.0/.

Digital History
Reflection

Graffiti of the Egyptian
Revolution in Cairo
Nala Chehade
Virginia Tech

This digital history reflection is based on Nala Chehade’s “Graffiti of the
Egyptian Revolution in Cairo,” which won the Virginia Tech Department of
History’s 2018 Undergraduate Digital History prize. Nala’s project is an interactive map which shows readers images of graffiti made during the 2011 revolution in Cairo, accompanied by a description and analysis of the image. Nala’s
work on this topic began with an undergraduate research paper that won the
Virginia Tech Department of History’s Best Paper Prize in 2017 and appeared
in volume seven of the Review. In this reflection Nala talks about her decision
to turn this research into a digital history project and the advantages and challenges of this process. You can interact with her project at the following link:
https://prezi.com/view/XC0C9pbNRO0ytDi1vVea/.
—The Editors

A

fter spending a year writing my first independent research paper on the sociopolitical implications of graffiti created in Cairo
during the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, I eagerly applied to several
conferences to share my results with other historians. I attended five
conferences as a senior at Virginia Tech, including the American
Historical Association (AHA) Annual Meeting in Washington, DC,
in January 2018. This conference fulfilled many of my hopes about
exchanging ideas in a stimulating academic setting. I shared my work
in a poster session with a diverse range of historian-presenters, from
undergraduate students to respected professional historians. Although the poster style generously lent itself to a display of images
that may not have been possible through a panel-style discussion,
many individuals at this conference suggested that my work would
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be most effectively communicated through an interactive online
map. I decided to pursue this option as a way of sharing my research
with a public audience.
An interactive web-based map provides several major advantages over
an image-based poster. First, an online archive can be widely accessible to the general public, especially those outside of academia, who
can then engage with cultural productions of the Egyptian Revolution
without attending a conference or reading a journal article. Secondly,
a website allows scholars and archivists to share a greater number of
their images without the limitations imposed by space on a poster, allotted time for a presentation, or suggested length for a paper. Finally,
the web-based map allows for the user to engage in a more interactive
experience than either a poster or a traditional paper.
A few weeks after attending the AHA Annual Meeting, I returned
to Virginia Tech to begin my final semester of senior year. With support from Dr. Carmen Gitre and Professor William Taggart, who led
my “Islam, Art, and Social Change” course, I began the journey to
transform my research paper into an interactive graffiti map. I did not
intend to create a comprehensive archive of every piece of graffiti created in Cairo in 2011, but rather to tell a particular narrative about contemporary social engagement through sharing select images. Despite
my enthusiasm for the project, as well as the unrelenting support of my
mentors, I encountered several difficulties throughout the process.
Most notably, I struggled to find the proper software. As someone
who has never used online maps, I went through nearly fifty websites
in search of one that would accommodate my vision: sharing images
in a certain order, pairing text and citations with images, and displaying specific locations on the map of Cairo. I often felt frustrated at the
prospect of compromising my vision due to my inability to code an
original website.
Furthermore, I struggled to select textual content to accompany images. Following ethnographer Cathy Stanton’s definition of public history, I wanted this website to make my insights “accessible and useful
for the general public.”1 However, I felt torn between maintaining the
Cathy Stanton, “‘What Is Public History?’ Redux,” Public History News 27, no. 4
(September 2007).
1
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advanced, analytical language used in my original paper or reworking
it with a brief and conversational tone. In many ways, I conflated the
latter with compromising the theoretical work I had spent so many
hours pursuing. After internal debate and much discussion with my
mentors, I decided that I had indeed spent a lot of time on this project
thus far—from selecting a topic, pursuing research, writing a paper,
creating a poster, and now working on a website. Therefore, it would
be shortsighted of me to limit nonacademic audiences from accessing
my work. I pushed through these difficulties by reminding myself of
the times I spoke about my research with my non-historian friends,
many of whom enjoyed hearing about my work when filtered colloquially.
As a result, I’ve learned a lot about the overlap between academic and
nonacademic spaces for intellectual exchange. While historians are
not the only ones who have an interest in the past, it is primarily historians who have an interest and responsibility in connecting the past
with the present. Academics are often criticized for being disconnected from the general public while living safely in their “ivory towers”;
but public historians provide a link between academic researcher and
the general public through museums, websites, and historic sites. This
was the aim of my graffiti mapping project. I am fortunate that my experiences with digital history have allowed me to develop a variety of
skills, including project creation and management, technical pedagogy,
digital communication, GIS mapping, and audiovisual editing. I plan
to carry these newfound skills, in addition to my traditional historical skills, to my graduate degree program in Middle East Studies and
future workplace, which I hope combines research, policy, and media.
In conclusion, the Virginia Tech Digital History Prize has allowed me
to reflect on the effectiveness and accessibility of traditional forms of
research. Without discounting the importance of the traditional scholarly monograph, I believe that alternative publishing paths allowed me
to share my insight with the broadest possible audience. Nonetheless,
many obstacles complicated the transition from traditional academic
paper to digital public history artifact, especially the attempt to detach oneself from formal language. However, there is no one better
equipped to tailor research to a broad range of audiences than the
historians who are experts in their areas of research.
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Virginia Tech undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty at the opening of the
exhibit Enacting Freedom: Black Virginians in the Age of Emancipation at the American
Civil War Museum at Appomattox. From left: John Legg, Gia Theocharidis,
Jeff Felton, Dr. Jessica Taylor, Courtney Ebersohl, Dr. Caitlin Verboon, Dr. Paul
Quigley, Xavier Prevoznik, and Carolyn Buonforte. Photo courtesy of John Legg
Photography.

Spotlight on Public
History
Virginia Tech Undergraduates
Design Exhibit for the
American Civil War
Museum at Appomattox
Heath Furrow
Virginia Tech

In an effort to fulfill our mission of showcasing and promoting the innovative
work being done by undergraduates at Virginia Tech and across the country,
we are introducing a new feature entitled Spotlight on Public History. With
this feature, we hope to shine a light on the different but equally valuable ways
in which undergraduate historians engage with history. We hope that this
feature will become an annual tradition that complements our publication of
more conventional undergraduate research.
—The Editors

O

n April 4, 2019, a group from the Virginia Center for Civil War
Studies unveiled a new exhibit entitled Enacting Freedom: Black
Virginians in the Age of Emancipation at the American Civil War Museum at Appomattox. That afternoon, Virginia Tech undergraduates,
graduate students, and professors worked alongside museum staff
to put the finishing touches on the exhibit, troubleshooting interactive digital displays, carefully hanging posters, and gently arranging
artifacts. Finally, they applied some last-minute glass cleaning and
vacuuming. Despite the apparent tedium of the work, the air was filled
with a sense of anticipation. The official unveiling of the exhibit represented the culmination of eight months of hard work, from diligent
research in the records of the Freedmen’s Bureau, to deliberations on
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what to include, careful writing and rewriting of panels, and finally the
actual assembly of the exhibit. When the doors opened at 6:00 p.m.,
the students were able to stand back and look at their completed work
with a sense of pride. They also got the opportunity to watch the public engage with their work and interact with museum staff and patrons,
sharing details about their work and establishing potential professional connections.
This project resulted from collaboration between the American Civil
War Museum at Appomattox and the Department of History at Virginia Tech. For the past two years, the American Civil War Museum
has reached out to local institutions of higher education to give undergraduate students an opportunity to research, design, and create an exhibit for the museum. When Dr. Paul Quigley, the James I. Robertson
Jr. Associate Professor in Civil War Studies at Virginia Tech, found
out about the project, he contacted to the museum. As a result of his
efforts, a group of undergraduates were able to participate in this exciting project. The end result was Enacting Freedom, an exhibit focusing
on the experiences of African Americans during Reconstruction and
the late nineteenth century. It seeks to help visitors understand how
African American individuals defined their newfound freedom and
how they sought to cement that freedom in the face of ongoing acts of
racial discrimination. I sat down with Dr. Quigley and some of the undergraduate students who were involved in the project to get an idea
of what this experience was like and how it contributed to the undergraduates’ personal and professional growth.
This project represented a novel experience for the undergraduates,
graduate students, and even Dr. Quigley. “None of us had done this
before, including me,” said Quigley, “so we all figured it out together.”
A spirit of collaboration shot through the project. Dr. Quigley reflected that, “I think I saw the students more as colleagues rather than
students who I was teaching and evaluating.” The students involved in
the project also emphasized the important role of teamwork. Carolyn
Buonforte (VT ’21) said that “Dr. Quigley was great and he trusted us.”
Carolyn also noted that she often asked the other undergraduates for
help if she was having a hard time transcribing the cursive of her records. She also said that the undergraduates would share useful information and quotes that might be helpful to another student’s part of
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the exhibit. Finally, the team saw their interactions with the museum
staff as collaborative as well. Dr. Quigley spoke highly of both the flexibility and support offered by the museum staff, saying, “I felt comfortable because we were working with the museum staff. They were pretty
hands-off early on, but I knew that if we were off track, they would let
us know. In the late stages, we couldn’t have turned it into an exhibit
without their help.” Courtney Ebersohl (VT ’19) echoed these sentiments, explaining that the design of the exhibit was a collaboration
between the museum staff and the team.
During the first phase of the project, the undergraduates conducted
general research about African American experiences in the counties surrounding Appomattox. Each student was assigned a county or
set of counties to research in the records of the Freedmen’s Bureau.
One of the early challenges for the undergraduates was learning to
navigate the online Freedmen’s Bureau records. Another test of their
mettle was deciphering handwritten script. Carolyn Buonforte said,
“This might sound silly, but the first challenge was reading the documents, because they are handwritten and it’s script—and I have my
grandmother to thank for being able to read script to this day—but it
was difficult reading.” She would go on to note that she was often able
to get help from the team, bringing difficult passages to meetings and
then working as a group to transcribe them. The group met regularly
as a central part of the research process: it offered the team opportunities to discuss what they had found, make comparisons between the
different counties, and discuss potential themes for the exhibit.
Once the team developed the central themes of the exhibit, the undergraduates transitioned from working on counties to working on a
particular theme, such as education, family, or labor. Each student got
to pick the theme that resonated most with him or her. At this point,
collaboration became especially important, as the undergraduates
would share material from their work on specific counties that could
apply to other students’ themes. Focusing on one theme was especially
exciting for Courtney Ebersohl, who was able to focus on education,
a theme that she had explored previously in a research project on
African American education in Reconstruction-era Fairfax County,
Virginia. Courtney was able to apply her research on Fairfax and
her understanding of the secondary literature on African American
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Students meet together to discuss exhibit. From left: Jeff Felton, Liv Wisnewski,
Carolyn Buonforte, and Xavier Prevoznik. Photo courtesy of John Legg Photography.

education to her work on the exhibit. She also appreciated the opportunity to compare African American education in Appomattox and
Fairfax, noticing both similarities and differences in the two regions.
After completing their research, the team moved on to designing their
portions of the exhibit and writing the materials that would appear
on their panels. Several of the undergraduates singled out this aspect
of the project as both the most challenging and most rewarding part
of their efforts. When I asked Courtney Ebersohl about the biggest
challenges of the project, she was quick to respond that concise writing was her biggest challenge. She went on to say that “deciding between what was important for a visitor to read and what was not so
important was difficult for me, to just decide what a visitor would get
most out of this experience and what would they need to know about
it, because when you go to a museum, you don’t want to sit there and
read paragraph after paragraph.”
Along with writing the material that would appear in the exhibit,
the undergraduates also played an important role in determining the
structure and style of the exhibit. Team members worked on the aes108

thetics for their own sections, but they also worked as a team to determine the overall layout and appearance of the exhibit. Carolyn Buonforte explained, “Each of us had our individual responsibilities, but in
the long run we all contributed and put together the aesthetic.” She
was proud to say that she came up with the idea of repainting the walls
of the exhibit room after the team took an early visit to the museum
to look at the space that would house their project. Xavier Prevoznik
(VT ’20) was proud of his input on the overall structure of the exhibit,
pointing out that he suggested putting his section on family in the
center of the room to represent the central role that family played in
how African Americans defined their freedom. The museum staff
played a critical role at this stage in the project. The undergraduates
were quick to emphasize that the museum let them shape the overall
design but also helped with suggestions for implementing their ideas.
Finally, the undergraduates were also directly involved in the actual
assembly of the exhibit, gaining hands-on experience of the logistical
realities involved in erecting an exhibit. In the words of Carolyn, “setting the exhibit up on Sunday was a huge endeavor. It was an all-day
event.”
I was curious about how the undergraduates’ experiences with the
project compared to class assignments. For Carolyn, the way she approached the project changed over time. She explained, “When we
started, I started my research like I would for a paper or a class.” She
said that the big transition came when the team went from researching
to writing, noting that “when we started typing it all up, Dr. Quigley
said, ‘Hey, just make sure you’re typing it in a way that people want
to read this and you’re not just reporting something.’ It really wasn’t
until then that it hit me that, wow, this is in a public area where people
are going to see it.” According to Carolyn, that moment of realization “just completely changed [her] mindset, and honestly things just
became so much easier to do. And writing it didn’t feel like a burden.”
Ultimately she was happy with the different atmosphere of the project,
saying, “I’m not getting a grade on this, which I love because there was
no pressure from that and I could put my heart and soul into it.” Dr.
Quigley was also struck by the different atmosphere of working on the
project, saying, “I was teaching the students, but without the relationship being centered on grades. I found that extremely refreshing and
I’m sure they did as well.” He continued: “The students did better
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work in that situation, not necessarily because they were not getting a
grade but because they were aware that their work was on display and
a lot of people were going to see it, including each other.”
I was also interested to know if the students felt that their coursework
and other internship experiences had prepared them for the work they
did for this project. Courtney Ebersohl had one of the most extensive
connections to prior work, since she has worked on multiple research
projects that deal with enslaved and freed African Americans before
and after the Civil War. She also recalled an exercise that she did in
Dr. Quigley’s Civil War class: “Dr. Quigley, in his classes, he’ll ask
us a question about a reading and say you have to respond to this in
50 words. So it really forces you to write concisely, and I think that
helped a lot because for our panels we decided that we would only
have 250 words on big panels and 50 words on smaller ones. You want
it to be concise and get to the point. I think those exercises with Dr.
Quigley helped.” Courtney was also able to draw from a field study at
Smithfield Plantation, where she created panels and captions for an
exhibit on blacksmithing.
Carolyn brought a different set of experiences to the table. Last summer she met with several officials at the National Geographic Museum
to learn about what goes into running a museum. These discussions
gave her an idea of what she was getting into once she got involved
with the project. She said, “They were talking to me about what goes
into setting up a new museum exhibit, all of the work that goes into it.
So when I started the project, I had a little bit of an idea of how much
work this was going to be and how long it would be.” Liv Wisnewski
(VT ’21) also benefited from her previous experience doing research
for an exhibit at the Alexander Black House.
After putting so much time and effort into the exhibit, the team members were eager to tell me what they hoped visitors would get out of
visiting it. Carolyn expressed a hope that visitors would come out of
the exhibit with a better understanding of the post–Civil War period.
She also hoped visitors would see both the positives and negatives,
saying, “The abolishment of slavery, that’s an amazing thing, but even
after that it was still an uphill battle. So realizing what went into that
battle and what life was like is really important.” Liv expressed similar
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Courtney Ebersohl works on the exhibit. Photo courtesy of John Legg Photography.

aspirations, hoping that visitors got “a sense of how just being freed
from slavery wasn’t everything instantly. Freedmen and [freed]women
still had to work in a system that was steeped in racism.”
Courtney focused on the perspectives of individuals, saying, “I realized through this experience that freedom means different things to
each individual, and African Americans really exhibited remarkable
resiliency in achieving those goals.” Like Carolyn, she also hopes
that visitors leave the exhibit with a better understanding of a part of
American history that is often overlooked. She said, “This project was
so important to me. And I think that it’s absolutely essential to have
this perspective in the public and have visitors go in and learn, because
when I was in high school and middle school, I learned the bare minimum about African American history. A lot of issues that we have
today stem from our past, and if people don’t understand that, if the
public, if everyday people don’t understand that, then it’s hard to move
forward and it’s hard for everyday white people to sympathize with the
African American experience and what these individuals have gone
through in the past.”
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Dr. Quigley also expressed similar goals for the project. “For me,” said
Quigley, “the number one thing would be that African American stories belong in the core of a Civil War history museum. A lot of people
still today hear the Civil War and they think Civil War soldiers and
leaders and they don’t think of the African American experience.” He
is hopeful that including this exhibit in a space that might otherwise
be thought of as a military history space will help bridge this gap. Like
Courtney, he is also hopeful that visitors will gain a new appreciation
for the complexity of the concept of freedom and for the fact that African Americans defined freedom in their own ways and worked hard to
make their definitions of freedom a reality.
Finally, I wanted to know what the undergraduates took away from
this experience in terms of their futures as professionals. For Liv, who
wants to pursue a career as a museum curator, “professionally, it was a
great look into what it really takes to put together a museum exhibit.”
Carolyn, who aspires to be a museum director, expressed similar sentiments. “I feel like this project was a taste or a window into what I want
my career to be,” said Carolyn. “It was really nice because it just reinforced the fact that I’m on the right path and I’m doing what I love.”
She is grateful for having had this experience and being able to learn
new skills, especially the ability to write concisely and professionally
for a public audience. Carolyn also emphasized the benefits of working in a team-oriented environment, saying, “This was the first project I have ever worked on with a team. There are little group projects
that you work on in class, but really, the longest one I did was a week.
So learning to be a team member professionally I feel like is a huge
skill that I’ve learned from this experience.” Courtney had a slightly
different take on what she will take away from the project. “I personally don’t want to go into museum work,” she told me, “and I think
this experience was amazing and I really enjoyed it, but it also kind of
showed me that maybe this isn’t the field of history that I want to pursue. So personally that was valuable for me.” While she isn’t interested
in a future in museums, she still felt that this experience has given her
many valuable skills that will be useful to her. Courtney’s dream is to
obtain a PhD in history and become a teacher and researcher. She feels
that writing the content for this project was helpful: “The concept of
accessibility that I learned through this project is very important, and
I think I’ll be able to use it in whatever historical field I wind up in. . . .
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If you’re only addressing other historians, then you’re not, personally
[speaking], you’re not really saying anything.” Dr. Quigley expressed
similar ideas when asked about what he hoped the undergraduates
took away from the experience. He emphasized the opportunity to
get real-world experience and the undergraduates’ ability to say that
they were involved in creating a genuine artifact in the field of study.
He also emphasized the importance of “working as a team and working with people at different levels, as well as working with the museum
staff and learning how to manage those relationships.” The Enacting
Freedom exhibit at Appomattox provided a marvelous opportunity for
undergraduates to develop professionally while also raising awareness
about an important and often overlooked subject among the public.
Enacting Freedom: Black Virginians in the Age of Emancipation is a collaboration among the Virginia Tech Department of History, the Virginia
Center for Civil War Studies, and the American Civil War Museum at
Appomattox. It will be on display until April 2020.
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Back cover to Welcome to the Beatles, by Kenny Miller. Courtesy of VT
Publishing. https://publishing.vt.edu/site/books/10.21061/vt-history.beatles/.
This image is licensed under the Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Undergraduate
Publishing at
Virginia Tech
Welcome to the Beatles

Laura Crowe
Virginia Tech

L

ast year Dr. Robert Stephens taught a capstone research seminar
titled the Beatles and Their World. The class’s final project was to
write, edit, and publish a book about the legendary band, which they
titled Welcome to the Beatles. This book was a collaboration among all
the students in the class, with each of them completing an individual
chapter for the book. The students conducted their own research,
wrote their own chapters, and worked together to compile, organize,
edit, and publish the book. The culmination of this project was a
seventeen-chapter book that delves into a variety of topics surrounding the cultural phenomenon that is the Beatles. These topics include
media, race, gender, globalization, and the Beatles’ legacy.
I reached out to two of the students in the class to ask about their experiences and learn more about the project. Andrew Pregnall (VT ’19)
was one of the students in the class and also served as the managing
editor. Karson Lyon (VT ’21) worked on the layout team, which included collaborating with VT Publishing on the final layout of the book.
The prospect of researching and writing a historical work that would
be published at the end of the semester meant that the students knew
they would have to bring extra care and attention to their work. While
I was sure this was an exciting opportunity for the class, I guessed it
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was a little daunting as well. I asked Andrew and Karson what their reactions were when they learned about the project. “I think all the students in our class reacted in a similar way when we learned we would
be creating a book,” said Andrew. “We wanted to write our best piece
of historical scholarship yet. Knowing that our work would appear in a
physical publication encouraged us to put a lot of time and effort into
our research and writing process.” Karson, still a freshman at the time,
was invited to join the class by Dr. Stephens and said she was excited
about the project after first hearing about it from him: “I thought it
was an awesome opportunity, and it was one of the main reasons why I
agreed to participate (in the class).”
Andrew and Karson encountered different kinds of challenges along
the way. Andrew recalled that his biggest difficulty arose during the
editing process, namely, “Citations! Dr. Stephens and I spent a lot of
time correcting citations before the book went to press. We should
have taken a more active role in ensuring that students got their citations right the first time.” For Karson, her biggest struggle was her own
initial self-doubt. I was impressed to hear that she took the class while
in her freshman year. “I was a freshman in a class meant for seniors, so
for about the first half of the semester I was worried that I wouldn’t be
able to produce work at the same level as everyone else.”
The students spent a lot of time conducting their own research. They
shared some of what they took away from their research experiences
and what they found most interesting. Karson explored the role of
the Beatles celebrity in the emerging industry of personal security.
She collected many newspaper articles over the course of her research
that covered the rise of the Beatles to fame: “I was lucky in that I
found my primary sources interesting. I was able to find over a hundred short newspaper articles reporting on the Beatles’ tours at the
height of Beatlemania.” As a result of this exploration, Karson found
a new interest in Ringo Starr, who, she was surprised to find, needed
more personal protection than his bandmates. “The most interesting
thing that I found was how much of the Beatles’ security was centered
around Ringo. Nowadays he tends to be overshadowed by the other
three, but in the early 1960s people really had it out for him,” she said.
Andrew said that his research into the Beatles helped expand his
understanding of the 1960s more broadly. “Studying the Beatles was
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a fantastic way to learn about the 1960s. As much as I learned about
the band itself during my research process, I learned just as much, if
not more, about the 1960s and scholarly perspectives on that period.
Learning about these varied perspectives was the most interesting part
of my research project.”
Karson’s favorite part of the experience was the research. Andrew’s
favorite part of his experience was the opportunity to work with Dr.
Stephens: “He’s been an amazing professor, mentor, and friend who’s
challenged me to be a better historian, communicator, and individual.
I hope to continue this relationship well past graduation.”
Both Karson and Andrew told me how working on this project helped
them improve their skills at writing and research. Andrew said: “Writing historiographies finally clicked for me while working on my capstone paper. Dr. Stephens explained them in a simple and accessible
way which stopped our class from overthinking the historiographical
section of our papers. We also got practice articulating clear research
questions, which is a very important part of the research process and
something we all needed more practice at. I also got much better at
incorporating primary sources into my writing so that there was a
seamless transition between the source and my writing.” Karson also
honed her skills in writing historiographies and the research process.
“I learned how to research both primary and secondary sources thoroughly. I also learned how to write an effective historiography section,” she said.
I asked both Andrew and Karson whether there were any surprises
for them along the way. Karson was pleasantly surprised by how well
everything went. “I didn’t expect the process to move as smoothly and
quickly as it did. Going in, I thought that either writing would consume my life for a whole semester or my chapter would be hastily put
together at the end. Luckily, neither turned out to be the case.” Andrew
told me that his previous experiences meant there wasn’t anything he
found too unexpected throughout the process. “Prior to Welcome to the
Beatles, I already had editorial experience with the Interloper, the Pylon,
and the Virginia Tech Undergraduate Historical Review (a large part, I
think, of why I was elected by the class to serve as managing editor), so I
wasn’t really surprised by anything that came up during our project.”
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I asked Andrew and Karson if this project changed the way they think
about history or how they have approached other projects since. “Yes,”
Andrew said, “I looked at the cultural impact of the Beatles’ album
art through an economic lens, and, since then, I have started looking
at other historical issues through an economic lens to see what I can
learn. For instance, I am studying the history of the AIDS epidemic
for my senior thesis, and I’m trying to figure out whether economic
forces contributed to the spread of certain narratives about the disease. I would not have pursued this line of inquiry had I not written
my Beatles paper first. As such, another piece of advice I would have
for students is to try looking at historical issues through a lens you’ve
never looked through before. You never know what you’ll find or learn
as a result!” For Karson, the project also helped her grow as a historian,
and she said that this experience helped her realize what she is capable
of: “It’s given me the confidence to pursue larger projects.”
Lastly, I asked Andrew and Karson if they had any words of wisdom
for other students. Andrew’s advice? “Write your first draft early, and
then revise, revise, revise.” Karson’s takeaway was, “Don’t be afraid to
challenge yourself.”
We are pleased to recognize the hard work and dedication of the
students who worked on this project and, of course, the guidance and
instruction of Dr. Stephens. You can read Welcome to the Beatles in its
entirety at https://publishing.vt.edu/site/books/10.21061/vt-history
.beatles/.
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submitting to the vtuhr

The Virginia Tech Undergraduate Historical Review welcomes submissions from
all current or recently graduated undergraduate students at four-year colleges and
universities. Submitted manuscripts must adhere to the following guidelines.
All research articles must be based on original historical research conducted from
a comphrehensive base of primary sources. They should also include a fairly
extensive historiography section and must feature a clear thesis that is integrated
throughout the body of the paper.
All historiographical papers should contain a thesis statement that makes a historiographical argument. This thesis should answer questions about how historians
have approached similar topics over time. They should not make historical arguments.
Manuscripts must be submitted online via vtuhr.org as a Microsoft Word document. Submissions must be between 12 and 30 pages of manuscript text. Papers
must utilize the Chicago Manual of Style format and include accurate and complete footnotes and a full bibliography. Any figures, illustrations, tables, or photographs must contain proper copyright permission for use. Securing permissions is
the sole responsibility of the author, and the VTUHR requires documentation of
permission for work protected under copyright law.

All papers should be written in 12-point Times New Roman font with page margins
set to one inch. We accept submissions on a rolling basis, and you may submit a
manuscript at any time. For publication in our spring issue, manuscripts must be
received between August 25 and January 10. Submissions received after this date
will be considered for the subsequent issue.
Please visit our website at vtuhr.org for full submission information,
past issues, and more.
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