
  

  CHAPTER ONE



   The dismal hour draws nigh for the meeting of our mystic circle.


  —KU KLUX KLAN NOTICE IN THE YORKVILLE ENQUIRER




  I


  SHORTLY AFTER GENERAL ROBERT E. LEE SURRENDERED TO GENERAL Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse, Virginia, two men of vastly different social standing hurriedly headed south. Both would eventually arrive in York County, South Carolina. One man was fifty-six-year-old Confederate president Jefferson Davis, whose stop in York would be brief, a way station as he fled farther south to elude Union capture, keep his government intact, and sustain what he refused to acknowledge were the terminal Confederate hopes of creating an independent nation.


  The other man was my great-grandfather, twenty-eight-year-old John Clayton Farris, a property-less farm laborer who was paroled at Appomattox after serving all four years of the Civil War as a lowly private in the 5th South Carolina Infantry Regiment. For him, York County was home, a presumed final destination, where he would return to work for others, be disappointed in attempts to obtain property of his own, divorce his wife, join the Ku Klux Klan, and eventually become, as Davis was, a fugitive fleeing arrest.


  Lee, rejecting suggestions the South continue to fight by switching to guerrilla warfare, agreed to surrender on April 9, 1865, but my great-grandfather and the rest of what remained of the Army of Northern Virginia did not formally lay down their arms until April 12. Grant, grateful that Lee was not prolonging the nation’s agony, provided the twenty-eight thousand Confederate troops with three days of rations and said that any man who owned a horse or mule was free to take them back home.1 It is doubtful that John Clayton owned either and so he almost certainly walked the 250 miles from Virginia back to York County, a journey that likely took two weeks or more.


  There was a good chance he was barefoot, for among the many deprivations endured by Confederate soldiers by the end of the war was a lack of shoes. The Union rations long gone after a few days, his packsack likely empty, John Clayton would have had to beg, steal, or hunt for food along the way. He had made a long walk home once before, when given thirty days leave to recover from a severe bout of dysentery. Periodically having to lie down and rest, looking up at the sky he no doubt envied the birds whose flight took no account of the hills and valleys, spring mud, and swollen rivers that made the journey so slow and tiring.


  The long walk certainly gave my great-grandfather time to think about his future and his hopes that it would be easier than his hardscrabble past.


  A descendant of Scots-Irish immigrants who first arrived in South Carolina in the 1740s, John Clayton was one of ten children born into a poor family. The Scots-Irish, particularly, were lured to the Carolina Piedmont in the 1760s by promises of small land grants when the Cherokees were driven from their ancestral homes.2 John Clayton’s maternal grandfather reportedly owned a small plantation and a single slave named Esther, but, according to the 1850 Census, his own father, Robert M. Faries, owned little; the estimated value of his estate was a middling $320.


  More troubling, in that same census, when John Clayton would have been thirteen years old, his mother, the former Mary Falls, was listed as being “insane,” though by what definition or measure is unknown. Within a few years, she was committed to an asylum in Charleston, where she died in 1865. Robert Faries later remarried, but after his mother was sent away, John Clayton and four younger siblings were placed in the care of their grandmother, who had inherited the farm and the enslaved Esther on the death of her husband.


  Likely first hired out while still a young teen, when the Civil War broke out John Clayton was working as a farm laborer for a family named Boleyn (also spelled “Bolin” in some records), who owned a small farm valued at eleven hundred dollars near Clover in northern York County. The 1860 Census states that my great-grandfather possessed at least basic reading and writing skills, but he owned no land and estimated his net worth as a modest $140. As will be shown later, this was less than some industrious freedmen (the name given to the emancipated) were able to earn within months of obtaining their liberty, a comparison that likely embarrassed John Clayton and fueled resentment rather than admiration of their industriousness.


  There are no surviving photographs or contemporaneous descriptions of my great-grandfather, but if he was like his descendants, including the author, he was of no more than average height (perhaps less), of medium build, and possessed a ruddy complexion common to the Scots-Irish. He was handsome enough that he found a wife, a woman named Elizabeth M. Boleyn, who appears to have been his employer’s younger sister. The record is unclear on when they married and whether they were married in a legal ceremony or the marriage was common law. Perhaps they married just before he went off to fight, as many young couples do during wartime, or perhaps they married shortly after he returned.


  What we do know is that he and Elizabeth were involved in an unsuccessful lawsuit over property that was part of a Boleyn family inheritance so that my great-grandfather remained landless. Perhaps this failure exacerbated tensions already present in the marriage, which was childless. By the summer of 1868 the couple had split up. My great-grandfather placed a notice in the Yorkville Enquirer asserting that Elizabeth had left him “without any just provocation” and advised anyone “TRADING WITH OR HARBORING my wife” that he would no longer be responsible for any debts she incurred.3 Their split would make considerably easier his decision three years later to flee South Carolina to avoid arrest by federal troops for the crimes he committed as a Ku Klux.


  This notice of divorce appears to have been the only time my great-grandfather’s name appeared in the local newspaper, and beyond his military service there is no evidence he enjoyed any prominence in the community. Probably no one beyond his immediate family and a few friends were aware of his return to York County in late April or early May 1865.


  Jefferson Davis, on the other hand, rode into Yorkville, the county seat, on April 27 accompanied by more than two thousand troops, what was left of his Cabinet, wagons filled with government archives, and the few hundred thousand dollars in gold and silver that remained of the Confederate treasury.


  Even as the Confederacy was in its death throes, he received a tumultuous welcome. “The reception in Yorkville astounded Mr. Davis,” an aide recalled, and in its enthusiasm Davis said the crowd reminded him of those who welcomed him with joy to Richmond in May 1861 when that city became the Confederate capital.4 In Yorkville, Davis spent the night in a grand, three-story plantation-style home located at 8 South Congress Street owned by Dr. James Rufus Bratton, a forty-three-year-old physician, planter, and businessman who, as a member of the most prominent and wealthy family in York County, was the antithesis of my great-grandfather in terms of social standing.


  Bratton’s grandfather was Revolutionary War hero Colonel William Bratton, who led the 1780 American victory in the Battle of Huck’s Defeat that took place ten miles southeast of Yorkville near the Bratton plantation known as Brattonsville. By the 1840s, when it was owned by J. Rufus Bratton’s father, Dr. John Simpson Bratton, Brattonsville covered more than six thousand acres and was worked by nearly 140 slaves.5 When the elder Dr. Bratton died unexpectedly in 1843, it took six years to settle the estate among his widow and fourteen children. J. Rufus’s elder brother, John S. Bratton Jr., ran the larger portion of the picturesque estate and built a new main house so splendid that the Mel Gibson film The Patriot (2000) was partially filmed on its grounds.6 Brattonsville is now a living history museum.


  J. Rufus also inherited a significant amount of land adjacent to the main property, as well as more than thirty slaves, but his primary occupation was as a physician, and he spent the bulk of his time at his splendid home in downtown Yorkville.* After studying medicine at the College of South Carolina, which would be renamed the University of South Carolina, and later at the University of Pennsylvania, Bratton developed a successful practice and dabbled in a number of successful business ventures. One was the purchase of the three-story redbrick Rose Hotel that was located one lot over from his home on Congress Street.


  The Rose, which would be the site of a great deal of activity during the Ku Klux uprising, was considered one of the finest hotels in the South Carolina Piedmont, boasting a restaurant, a bar, and a horse-drawn shuttle service to the train depot several blocks away.7 Its elegance reflected, before the war, a level of prosperity and sophistication that led some to refer to Yorkville, which even boasted an opera house, as the “Charleston of the Upcountry.”8 In what Bratton must have certainly perceived as an indignity if not an insult, the Rose Hotel was first the headquarters of the local Radical Republican government and later was commandeered to be the headquarters of federal troops sent to quell the Ku Klux violence in York.


  Like my great-grandfather, Bratton had enlisted in the 5th South Carolina Infantry on April 13, 1861, the day after the first shots of the Civil War were fired on Fort Sumter. Bratton was appointed assistant surgeon to the regiment, and the regiment mustered on the grounds of Bratton’s home, where they were fed by the Bratton family before marching first to Columbia and then on to Charleston.9


  It is likely that my great-grandfather was one of Bratton’s patients during the war, both when they were in the same regiment, and possibly later when Bratton transferred out of the 5th South Carolina Infantry and was promoted to full surgeon with the Fourth Division of the Winder Hospital in Richmond, the Confederate capital. Winder was a busy place; Bratton recalled that the hospital treated nearly five thousand sick and wounded in 1862 alone.10


  Winder was one of several hospitals where my great-grandfather received treatment. In fact, according to his service records, for nearly one-third of his time in the Confederate army, John Clayton was in hospital or otherwise recuperating from disease or the several injuries he sustained during the war. These included a head wound from a Union Minié ball received at the Battle of the Wilderness, and gunshot wounds to his right thigh, shoulder, and hand from a skirmish near Newtown, Virginia. Yet most frightening, perhaps, was the acute dysentery that led to John Clayton receiving the thirty-day pass to return home to recuperate. Disease killed nearly twice as many Confederate soldiers as battle wounds, and while Confederate records are not complete, the Union army reported that nearly fifty thousand of its soldiers died of dysentery or chronic diarrhea during the war.11


  II


  While his illness and injuries were not trifles to my great-grandfather, they likely were unremembered by Bratton if he was the attending physician for any of them as he treated many far more gruesome injuries. Bratton periodically kept a diary during and after the war and later turned his entries into a short but incomplete memoir that abruptly ends at the time he became active in the Ku Klux. Whether he stopped writing or later pages documenting his role in the Ku Klux were destroyed is unknown.


  One of Bratton’s most vivid recollections from his military service was of the First Battle of Manassas, the first major battle of the war, after which both sides realized the conflict would be neither short nor bloodless. With only one other physician to assist, Bratton recalled caring for more than thirty badly wounded men. “Were all that night (Sunday) to near day break busy in amputating limbs and dressing wounds. It was a gloomy weary day,” he wrote.”12 The following year, 1862, Bratton, justifiably proud of his surgical skills, noted that he “performed a number of amputations this year,” boasting that “all of whom got well.”13


  A tall, slender man with a firm, even imperious demeanor but a kindly face framed with a salt-and-pepper goatee, Bratton inspired confidence in those patients who were about to lose a tattered limb to his saw. That same calm determination, maintained in the most arduous of circumstances, must have terrified those whom he meant to do harm, for when he helped lead the Ku Klux in York County after the war, he could seem as merciless as a shark. Virginia Mason Bratton, who was both Bratton’s niece and daughter-in-law (reflecting the often incestuous world of the planter class), recalled of her uncle/father-in-law, “He was a man of iron will and strength of purpose, but underneath an apparently cold exterior, there cowered a soul of fire, and a current of great tenderness.”14


  The burden of being an overworked physician in a losing army wore out Bratton’s health. In 1864, he requested lighter duty and was sent to Georgia, which was soon invaded by Union troops commanded by General William Tecumseh Sherman. To avoid being overrun by Sherman’s army, an increasingly embittered Bratton assisted in the dismantling of the Confederate hospital to which he had been assigned, a clear signal of imminent defeat that caused local residents to panic and flee. Recalling the scene of chaos, confusion, and despair, Bratton wrote in his diary, “I prayed that the day of retribution would soon come when justice long withheld should be meted out to these ruthless invaders of our Country.”15


  Virginia Mason Bratton suggests her uncle/father-in-law’s feelings were deeper and darker. She later wrote, “He believes the South has been robbed and wronged,” and claimed that as an old man Bratton expressed the wish that the Pilgrims had never landed at Plymouth Rock “precluding the wrongs that have been wrought.” She added that he “has some hopes in some distant day that the South will rule the universe with an iron hand as did Bismarck rule Germany.”16 While it was not the universe, which seemed to turn a blind eye to the depravity that soon engulfed the South, Bratton lived long enough (he died in 1897) to see African Americans ruled once more with an iron fist, almost as in slavery times.


  With no hospital to attend, Bratton was furloughed. He intended to join Confederate general Joseph Johnston’s forces in North Carolina, but when he arrived in Yorkville on April 9, he learned Lee had surrendered and he stayed home. By the time of Davis’s visit more than two weeks later, Bratton had had time to assess some of the cost of the Lost Cause.17


  His elegant home would have been an obvious place for a patriotic Confederate to host his president, but it is probable that Bratton extended the invitation and it was accepted because he and Davis likely knew each other from before the war, as each was part of the relatively small class of Southern elite. If not, perhaps Bratton met Davis while working at Winder Hospital in Richmond, the Confederate capital. Whether already acquainted or not, Davis and Bratton quickly assumed an easy intimacy, for while both men were peremptory and self-righteous in their public demeanor, they were also known to be warm and charming in social situations. They reportedly spent the entire evening together conversing on the porch of Bratton’s home and “bitterly reviewed what the war had done to the value of their [respective] estates.”18


  Even though, or perhaps because, he was born into a wealthy family, Bratton was exceptionally money-conscious. In his diary, he made special note of his annual income as a physician and a soldier. He began the practice of medicine with a partner but disbanded the partnership when he realized he could make more money practicing alone; he said it was a lesson to all young doctors that they should practice solo. Because he owned more than thirty slaves who would have held a collective value of at least fifteen thousand dollars, equivalent to a dozen years’ income as a physician, he would later express particular outrage after emancipation that the US government never compensated him for this loss of “property.”19


  Davis, his distinguished guest, who owned more than one hundred slaves when war broke out and who fancied himself a particularly benevolent slave master, likely held a similar view. Davis had not been in good health when he assumed the presidency of the Confederacy in 1861. By 1865, the further strain of war left him “frail, gaunt, agitated, and dyspeptic.”20 In his memoir, Bratton noted that Davis was “fatigued in body and depressed in spirits, though easily aroused with his native fire; he caressed and spoke kindly to my four boys: Louis, John, Andral, and Moultrie—and when he left me in the morning and bade us good bye he observed, ‘do not expect anything just or right from the Abolition Yankee. They will never grant you your rights.’”21


  When Davis arrived at Bratton’s home, a large crowd gathered to “offer their tokens of respect and sympathy,” but the Confederate president declined entreaties to make a speech.22 But when the crowd moved next door to the Rose Hotel, where other Confederate officials stayed while Davis boarded with Bratton, they were rewarded with remarks from General John C. Breckenridge, the former US vice president, 1860 presidential candidate, and final Confederate secretary of war. Addressing the crowd from the hotel’s second-story portico, Breckenridge urged those below to “keep the faith.”23


  It was a simple but appropriate message for a people who lived in the region of the South that had produced some of the leading defenders of slavery, nullification, and secession: John C. Calhoun, states’ rights theorist, senator, and vice president; James Henry Hammond, the South Carolina governor who coined the phrase “cotton is king”; and Congressman Preston Brooks, who nearly beat Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner to death on the Senate floor, were all raised in the South Carolina Piedmont. This heritage partially explains why York County, particularly, became such a hotbed of Ku-Kluxism.


  Two days after Davis and his entourage left to flee farther south, another well-known Confederate arrived in Yorkville. General Wade Hampton, cavalry officer and South Carolina’s greatest war hero, had been trying for days to catch up with Davis. Hampton had refused to personally capitulate on April 26 when Johnston surrendered the still thirty-thousand-strong Army of Tennessee, the largest Confederate army still left in the field, to General Sherman. Davis considered Johnston’s surrender in the absence of a decisive military defeat an act of insubordination, and vowed he would continue the fight as long as there were men in uniform still willing to serve.24


  Hampton was one such man. In an increasingly frantic stream of correspondence, Hampton pledged to Davis that he would lead the Confederate president and any other recalcitrant Confederate officials and troops to Texas or even Mexico to regroup with Confederate forces west of the Mississippi and continue the war. “If I do not accompany him I shall never cease to reproach myself,” Hampton told Johnston, adding that he was “willing to sacrifice everything for the cause and for our Government.”25 To speed his journey and hoped-for rendezvous with Davis, and unwilling have his men accused of “outlawry,” Hampton left his few remaining cavalry troops behind in North Carolina on May 1 and rode alone all night to Yorkville, only to discover Davis had left the town two days before.26


  Before (and after) the war, Hampton was one of the wealthiest men in the South, owning twelve thousand acres of land and more than nine hundred slaves at plantations in South Carolina and Mississippi.27 Demonstrating the flair for grand gestures that would help make him governor fifteen years later, the forty-two-year-old aristocrat, with ostentatious humility, originally enlisted in the Confederate army as a private before state officials insisted Hampton accept a commission as a colonel. During the war, he personally financed and outfitted a full Confederate “legion”—a regiment-sized combination of infantry, cavalry, and artillery totaling more than one thousand men.28


  When Sherman’s troops menaced Hampton’s hometown of Columbia in early 1865, Hampton directed his wife and children to flee their town mansion and join other refugees headed to Yorkville and out of harm’s way. When Hampton arrived at the Yorkville home where his family was staying and knocked on the door at 2:00 a.m., his wife, Mary, was appalled by her husband’s “broken appearance,” and his plans to continue what was clearly a lost fight.29 She noted they had already lost a son, Preston, to the war, and appealed to his duty to care for his remaining family now “that their way of life had vanished.”30 Mary finally sent for General Joe Wheeler, who was also staying in Yorkville and who joined Mary in pressuring Hampton to give up the struggle. Hampton finally relented, sending a subordinate to advise Davis of his decision to stay and recuperate with his family in Yorkville, which meant this out-of-the-way hamlet was the site of the unobserved final surrender of one of the most important Confederate military commanders of the war.


  As Davis did, it seems certain that Hampton would have called on Bratton while in Yorkville. As fellow Carolinians of means and education, their paths had likely crossed dozens of times, and the Ku Klux uprising would bind them together for another fifteen years. Bratton’s elder brother, John, became one of Hampton’s closest political advisors; Hampton would later help secure legal representation for Bratton and other Ku Klux defendants, and when he became governor, Hampton aggressively sought amnesty for J. Rufus Bratton so he could return to South Carolina from his six-year exile in Canada.31


  Davis, meanwhile, was captured by Union troops ten days later in Irwindale, Georgia. He was to have been tried for treason before a biracial jury until he was pardoned by President Andrew Johnson in 1868.


  III


  Despite this final flurry of activity, Yorkville and York County had not been the site of any major engagements during the war.* There had been a Union cavalry raid that resulted in the burning of a railroad bridge northeast of nearby Rock Hill, but Sherman’s army had come no closer than Columbia, eighty miles to the southeast, which was burned to the ground under still disputed circumstances. York had been spared outward signs of physical devastation, but the people of the county had suffered greatly. Of the four thousand York County men who enlisted in the Confederate army, more than eight hundred were killed, reportedly giving York the highest combat death rate of any county in South Carolina.32


  This devotion to the Confederate cause does not mean that York was a place of vast plantations as existed in the South Carolina Low Country around Charleston. York and the Carolina Piedmont had been primarily settled in the mid- to late eighteenth century by poor, uneducated, Protestant (mostly Presbyterian) Scots-Irish immigrants, such as the Brattons and Farrises. Except for a very few large plantations like Brattonsville, most farms were small or medium-size. By the time of the war, beyond a local gold mine, York had no industry. A green land of rolling hills and ravines, much of the county was (and is) heavily forested, a perfect place for armed men to move stealthily about, or to hide from just such men.


  With a long growing season, cotton did thrive in York’s reddish sand and clay loam soil, and so the subsistence farming that dominated local agriculture during the first century of European settlement was replaced with the South’s great cash crop, King Cotton, especially once the Kings Mountain Railroad reached Yorkville in 1852. By then, York was producing four million pounds of cotton per year, the largest amount of any county in the South Carolina upcountry. Also, unlike the Low Country, where African Americans represented a significant majority of the population, York’s population after the war of twenty-four thousand residents was nearly evenly split between whites and Blacks.* This even split would lead to a hotly contested struggle for political power once African Americans were able to exercise the right to vote.33


  With a population of nearly two thousand, Yorkville was the largest town in York County, though it would soon be surpassed by nearby Rock Hill when that town became a rail hub while Yorkville remained an end-of-the-line stop for the small Kings Mountain Railroad. Yorkville possessed the county courthouse, a charming downtown, several large Protestant churches, and streets lined with elegant Georgian and Greek Revival homes. Arriving in Yorkville to report on the Ku Klux outrages in 1871, a reporter for the New York Tribune condescendingly found Yorkville to be “a pretty village, as Southern villages go . . . [with] several handsome houses, standing in the midst of shrubbery, clipped in stiff, geometrical forms, such as one sees in the gardens of old French chateaux—half a dozen churches, a girls’ seminary, a military school for boys, and a large and exceptionally well printed and edited weekly newspaper.”34 The newspaper was the Yorkville Enquirer, which had to suspend publication for several months after the war because of a lack of supplies.


  A lack of ink and newsprint was hardly the only deprivation experienced by the South after the war. Many cities, such as Columbia, lay in ruins; a quarter-million Confederate soldiers had died during the war and at least as many had suffered wounds, some crippling; and the emancipation of four million former slaves meant the South had lost two-thirds of its assessed (white) wealth.* Not since the fall of the Roman Empire, white Southerners believed, “had an entire people lost so much.”35


  In fact, white Southerners thought their peculiar fate was worse than the fall of Rome. A mammoth Democratic Party rally held in Yorkville on August 29, 1868, in preparation for the upcoming presidential election between Grant and New York governor Horatio Seymour, drew two thousand whites and even two hundred African Americans, whom the Enquirer lauded for ignoring “the slavish orders of the [Union] Leagues” by coming out “to hear the other side of the question.” The main rally speaker was Colonel John P. Thomas, who had led cadets from the South Carolina Military Academy (later known as The Citadel) into battle. “History records the atrocities of Ghengis [sic] Khan, the Great Conqueror, and of Attila, the Scourge of the World,” said Thomas, a professor of literature and history, “but it has been reserved for modern radicalism to improve upon these barbarities, and subject a conquered people to the dominion of their former slaves.”36


  Many Southern whites, mirroring the feelings of African Americans who considered emigrating to Liberia before and after the war, now yearned to leave the United States and start anew elsewhere. Hampton reported that he was regularly approached and asked during these first months of peace to organize a colony outside the United States to which white Southerners could flee the hated Union.† Hampton said he had received so many such entreaties that he could not respond to them all individually, and so in August 1865 prepared an open letter published in several state newspapers, including the Yorkville Enquirer.


  “The desire to leave a country which has been reduced to such a deplorable condition as ours, and whose future has so little of hope, is doubtless as wide spread as it is natural,” Hampton wrote. “But I doubt the propriety of this expatriation of so many of our best men.” Southern efforts would be better focused, Hampton said, on reestablishing law and order, rebuilding the cities and towns then in ruins, and restoring the state’s commercial and agricultural economy. Hampton pledged to devote his own energies to these goals, while adding that he would continue to gather “all information which would be desirable in establishment of a colony in case we should be ultimately be forced [sic] to leave the country.”37


  Bratton was not one of those who desired to emigrate, but he found the postwar world required a great adjustment in behavior and expectations that he and other wealthy whites considered humiliating. For generations, planters had convinced themselves that slavery was more than moral, it was a positive good, and that the master-slave relationship was benevolent and agreeable to all concerned. It was “beyond their understanding that the Blacks did not plan to continue to stay in their place and behave like slaves.”38 They felt betrayed by their former property—and they were still extraordinarily reliant on Black labor.


  With emancipation, labor became an acute problem as freedmen and women left the plantations where they had been enslaved to seek and be reunited with loved ones who had been sold elsewhere during slavery. Many wished to farm on their own or seek new kinds of jobs. Some just wished to know the joy of being free to go wherever they chose. Virtually none desired to work for those who had held them in bondage. “They will almost starve and go naked before they will work for a white man, if they can get a patch of ground to live on and get from under his control,” wrote one planter of African Americans, oblivious that his observation soundly contradicted the widespread white belief that Blacks were indolent and dependent upon whites for their survival.39


  An imperious aristocrat by nature, Bratton thrived on control, but now he found that he had to work almost daily in his fields himself to get his crops in because so many of his former slaves had departed. The result was poor. Bratton’s first cotton crop after the war yielded four bales. He killed his last hog on the day before Christmas 1865, and was distraught when one of his former slaves, a man named Bill, accidentally caused a fire that burned down Bratton’s gin house. Abandoning the pretentious paternalistic concern planters claimed to hold for those they held in bondage, Bratton now told those freedmen still working on his plantation to “go their way with their freedom either in peace or misery”; he did not care which.40


  Bratton had difficulty adjusting to the idea that freedmen, being free, could now express ideas contrary to his own. Even though a freedman had stayed on with Bratton during the worst of times to work the plantation, Bratton decided to send away “Bob & his family . . . on account of his radical politics.”41 Bratton would later tell a congressional investigating committee that he had no problem with African Americans voting, provided they voted how he and other leading whites told them to.


  The South had seceded on the gamble that its massive cotton crop (it met 75 percent of the world’s demand before the war) would compel European nations to support its quest for independence. Instead, because the Union naval blockade prevented exports, the South had simply ceded the global cotton market to competitors in Egypt and elsewhere. Cotton seed was now, after the war, scarce and cotton prices were low. With cotton dethroned, the Yorkville Enquirer suggested that York would need to return “to the old system of cultivation,” meaning subsistence farming. The good news was, the Enquirer noted in the summer of 1865, that while the wheat crop was “almost a failure . . . vegetation, generally, is flourishing.” The corn crop provided the largest yield the county had seen in years, while fruit trees were “breaking down under their unusual burden,” although, the Enquirer said, the fruit was not much good because of recent wet weather. There would be no starvation, but simply not dying would not be enough to get York, or the South, back on its feet. The imperative, the Enquirer opined, was “that a market may be made, that our people may have some sort of currency to operate with.”42


  The lack of money in circulation in York and throughout the South meant a lack of business prospects, which meant that ambitious young men had few avenues in which to channel their energy. This was a key reason a half dozen young Confederate veterans in Pulaski, Tennessee, located four hundred miles west of Yorkville, decided in the spring of 1866 to form a social club with a curious name that quickly captured the imagination of the South: the Ku Klux Klan. According to one of the founding members of the Ku Klux, Captain John Lester:



   When the war ended in 1865, the young men of Pulaski . . . returned home and passed through a period of enforced inactivity. In some respects, it was more trying than the ordeal of war which lay behind them. The reaction which followed the excitement of army scenes and service was intense. There was nothing to relieve it. They could not engage at once in business or professional pursuits. Their business habits were broken up. None had capital with which to conduct agricultural pursuits or to engage in mercantile enterprises. And this restlessness was made more intense by the total lack of the amusements and social diversions which prevail wherever society is in a normal condition.43




  IV


  How the group chose the name Ku Klux Klan has been the subject of speculation never fully clarified by Lester or the group’s other founders. Historian Allen W. Trelease, who developed the first genuinely scholarly history of the Reconstruction-era Ku Klux, is probably correct that the inspiration was a popular Southern college fraternity, Kuklos Adelphon, which had originated at the University of North Carolina in 1812 and would likely have been known to the several founding Ku Klux members who were college graduates.44 “Ku Klux” was a bastardization of “kuklos,” which is the Greek word for “circle.” “Klan” was likely added for its alliterative quality and to reflect the clannish heritage of the Scots-Irish founders. The elaborate and often silly initiation and other rituals were also likely inspired by those used by Kuklos Adelphon and most college fraternities, while the titles adopted for Ku Klux leaders, such as grand cyclops for the president and grand magi for the vice president, had a Masonic tone, another organization that would have been well known to members, who were also often Masons.


  Lester insisted the name was “utterly meaningless,” but had an air of the “mysterious,” which turned out to be critical to its growth.45 As historian Stanley Horn noted, had the group instead adopted plausible alternatives such as “the Merry Six” or the “Pulaski Social Club,” the Ku Klux might never have expanded beyond its original six members and the name Ku Klux Klan would be absent from American history.46


  Initially, the activities of the Ku Klux in Pulaski consisted of little more than picnics and an occasional parade with members marching in garish costumes they had made and personalized themselves. Just being in costume and unrecognizable seemed amusing enough for members at first. Unlike the revived twentieth-century Klan, which was a merchandising scheme as well as a political movement, there was no “uniform” of a white robe topped by a pointed hat that was ordered from a central supplier. The only guidelines for original Ku Klux attire were that each member had to make and wear a gown or robe of sufficient length to cover their entire body, a mask to cover their face, and a high hat, usually made of cardboard, to make them appear taller than they were. The fabric of the gowns was often calico, while the hats were adorned with spangles and stars; later, when the Ku Klux wanted to seem more menacing, they adorned their hats with horns and antlers.47


  For the first year and more after its founding, the Ku Klux remained an obscure local phenomenon; it did not even merit a mention in the local Pulaski newspaper until March 1867, and there is no record of the Ku Klux engaging in violence or having any political purpose through most of 1867.48 The first recorded instance of violence being perpetrated by men in Ku Klux garb was in December 1867, when a white man was killed and a Black man beaten by men in the disguise of the Ku Klux.49 A few weeks later, on Christmas Day 1867, in Columbia, Tennessee, the appearance of a group of horsemen in Ku Klux garb was enough to break up a boisterous freedmen’s celebration that was annoying whites. The conservative Nashville Republican Banner newspaper praised the Ku Klux for preventing a “race riot” by the sheer force of their presence, beginning the legend widely repeated in Southern newspapers that the Ku Klux stood as “a force for law and order.”50


  But the real emerging purpose of the Ku Klux was not maintaining law and order, nor was it to uphold traditional moral values or even to protest supposed corruption in the Reconstruction governments of the Southern states. As one historian of South Carolina has pointed out, “it is difficult to find the connection between corruption in Columbia and the whipping of a Black family one hundred miles away.” While Ku Klux might occasionally whip thieves, drunkards, or adulterers, the primary purpose of the organization was political power, and its evolution from social fraternity to terrorist organization coincided with the realization that white Democrats were no longer in control in the South.* Republicans, with their new African-American constituents, now had the upper hand in political organization. The entry of the Ku Klux in South Carolina in the spring of 1868 occurred “immediately after the failure of the whites to defeat the new state constitution” that had been authored primarily by African Americans and white Republicans.51


  There is a legend that former Confederate cavalry commander and onetime slave trader General Nathan Bedford Forrest, who was named grand wizard when he joined the Ku Klux in either 1867 or 1868, personally directed the group’s expansion throughout the South. This is generally untrue. Forrest was always coy about the extent of his involvement with the Ku Klux, but it appears he was primarily a figurehead who enjoyed the prestige of being perceived as the leader of a popular counterinsurgency.52


  It would, in fact, be a matter of considerable debate over just how organized and centralized the Ku Klux was. The Ku Klux constitution suggested there was a hierarchy led by the grand wizard in Nashville, but the Ku Klux was generally a loose confederation of groups inspired by the original club in Tennessee, though these groups, drawing on their wartime experience, would prove capable of collectively organizing and launching operations that crossed state lines.53


  The expansion of the Ku Klux was more organic than planned, and it was Southern newspaper editors more than anyone else who played the “primary role” in expanding the Ku Klux or at least in inspiring imitators.54 Editors found murders and assaults committed by mysterious men in garish disguises good copy, but as key figures in the political establishment in the South, they were especially enthusiastic if the purpose of the Ku Klux was to keep African Americans in their place and hated Radical Republicans out of office. Articles about Ku Klux activities and atrocities were reprinted by newspapers throughout the South, and it was not coincidental that 1868, a presidential election year, saw a “phenomenal expansion” of the Ku Klux as a violent, politically oriented uprising throughout the South.55


  The Ku Klux found especially fertile ground in York County, where the first public notice of the Ku Klux was in the pages of the Yorkville Enquirer, which would often combine condemnation of Ku Klux violence with an occasional wink in its direction. In its April 2, 1868, edition there appeared a notice on the advertisements page under the heading “K.K.K.” with this cryptic message:



   The dismal hour draws nigh for the meeting of our mystic circle. The Shrouded Knight will come with pick and spade; the Grand Chaplain will come with the ritual of the dead. The grave yawneth, the lightnings flash athwart the heavens, the thunders roll, but the Past Grand Knight of the Sepulcher will recoil not.




  This notice, or whatever it was, was signed, “By order of the Great Grand Centaur, SULEYMAN, G.G.S.”56


  Enquirer editor Lewis Grist professed to be mystified by the notice’s origin or meaning, saying he had received it and the payment to place it in the paper anonymously through the mail. Given Grist’s position in the community, it is extraordinarily unlikely that he was unaware of who was involved in introducing the Ku Klux into York. He claimed “no good” could come from the presence of “that singularly secret and doubly mysterious and hideous organization known as the ‘Ku-Klux-Klan,’ which is so rapidly spreading over the country.”57 But a week later, he slyly reprinted an article from the Memphis Ledger that insisted the Ku Klux was nonviolent and devoted only to “the maintenance of order and good government.”58 Neither objective would soon be present in York County.


  Some believe York County was the first place in South Carolina where the Ku Klux organized. If true, this was likely due, at least in part, to the population being nearly evenly divided among Black and white, which meant there would be a hard-fought battle for political control. Conservative whites used to being in control intended to use every means at their disposal to regain and retain that control. Origin stories suggest that York men who had traveled to Tennessee learned of the group and were inspired to form a chapter back home. Other accounts suggest a klan in nearby Chester County included some York residents who were then authorized to form a klan of their own. A man named J. D. McConnell insisted he was initiated into the first Ku Klux in York in early 1868 by Dr. J. Rufus Bratton and Major James W. Avery, who would for the next several years be considered the primary leaders of the Ku Klux in York County.59


  Who formed the first klan in York is perhaps irrelevant. What is remarkable is how rapidly it grew and how it came to dominate York County. Credible estimates are that 80 percent of the county’s adult white male population was Ku Klux.60 York County may have been an outlier, but the membership numbers there make plausible Forrest’s claim that the Ku Klux had a half-million members throughout the South.61


  “In no Southern county did the Klan organize more fully or take over more completely,” historian Trelease wrote, adding that York was “in a state of near-anarchy which no one dared to combat.”62 The Ku Klux ability to act with total impunity in York, committing some of the most atrocious of crimes, meant that “the county received more national publicity and national attention than any other in the South,” local historian the Reverend Jerry West concluded.63 Another local historian said the Ku Klux in York represented nothing less than “a second civil war.”64 Southerners vehemently denied the Ku Klux was a second rebellion against the national government—but if not an army, the Ku Klux was indisputably the largest domestic terror organization in American history.


  The Ku Klux evocation of war was partly because two-thirds of the Ku Klux were Confederate veterans; one-third were too young to have served.65 Individual klans were organized much as army companies had been, where residents of the same general locale enlisted and served together. The klans were often led by the same men who had been the members’ superior officers in the military, and so members were used to taking orders from these men. The military ethos of a “band of brothers” created in wartime was now perverted in service to the Ku Klux’s code of secrecy. Further, four years’ battle-hardened experience in discipline and group cohesion made these men exceptionally dangerous. Law enforcement and poorly trained citizen militias were totally inadequate to put down the Ku Klux; it would become clear that only an opposing military force could do that.


  There is no record of when or why my great-grandfather joined the Ku Klux. Given the participation of so many of his former comrades in arms, peer pressure was certainly a significant factor. But it is also worth noting that what John Clayton and others did as part of the Ku Klux was not a radical departure from their former lives. What they did by choice as Ku Klux they had been required to do by law before the war.


  From the early eighteenth century until emancipation, state law in South Carolina and all the slave states required that every adult white male regularly ride in nightly slave patrols to prevent insurrections of the enslaved and to capture runaway bondsmen. Even the poorest of whites who had never and would never own a slave were still bound to protect not only the community, but also the property of the planter class and thereby Southern society.


  These patrols, which critics have suggested influenced the development of modern law enforcement, had the right to stop and question any African-American person they came across, to demand proof that he or she had permission to travel at night, and to whip any who did not—or even to whip those who did. Most able-bodied men, such as my great-grandfather, were required to serve on a slave patrol several times each month. The patrols existed not simply to maintain order but also to demoralize African Americans with the reminder that the South was for them one very large prison from which they could not escape, and within which every white Southerner played the role of jailer. There were multiple motives for Ku Klux behavior, including political advantage or just sport, but at its most base the Ku Klux sought to “reassert psychological dominance over the freedmen . . . just as patrols had done in the prewar period.”66


  Social reformer and Indiana congressman Robert Dale Owens, who was part of a federal commission charged with determining how to help African Americans transition from bondage to freedom, noted that “a certain element of barbarism” is present in any society that practices slavery.67 For his entire life, John Clayton had been, as had his peers, inured to brutality against African Americans. Perhaps, before the war as part of a slave patrol, he had already engaged in violence against African Americans. There is no record one way or the other. But emancipation had in some ways exacerbated the savagery Southern whites had always exercised against African Americans. During slavery, owners had a financial stake in the general well-being of their property, which occasionally tempered brutality in the service of the master’s economic self-interest. Emancipation eliminated this modest protection. Republican politician Carl Schurz, who toured the South at President Johnson’s request, reported that the disturbing new attitude of whites toward freedmen and women was that “the blacks at large belong to the whites at large.”68


  As with Dr. Bratton, who turned out his former slaves when they expressed independence of thought, the planters who might once have moderated violence toward African Americans as their valuable property now seemed to have a special enmity toward freedmen and women. Before the war—and afterward—white Southerners had convinced themselves that the bond of master to slave was familial and so, astonishingly, felt genuinely betrayed that their former property embraced freedom and felt no debt of loyalty toward their former masters.


  In a hierarchical and patriarchal society like the Old South, men like John Clayton looked to men like Bratton for guidance as to what was proper behavior, and the behavior advised by men like Bratton was brutish and savage. This does not absolve John Clayton and his fellows of culpability and approbation for what they did, but the notion that respectable men of the South were a force for order and incapable of barbarity, while the Ku Klux was exclusively the work of the underclass like my great-grandfather, is a lie, one even accepted by legendary scholar W. E. B. Du Bois, the first African American to earn a PhD from Harvard University.


  Du Bois demonstrated how widespread and ingrained eugenics had become by the 1920s and 1930s when he authored his masterwork Black Reconstruction in America by blaming the “lynchings and mob law . . . murders and cruelty” that plagued Southern African Americans after the war on the disappearance of the planter class because they had “merged their blood” with poor whites and disappeared as a class.69 In truth, Ku Klux tended to be a higher social order than the typical Southerner—more likely to have been slaveowners before the war, more likely to head a family, usually having a net worth two to three times that of a typical Southerner, and many had college degrees.70


  Toward the end of the Ku Klux trials, a number of York County men very similar in age and background to my great-grandfather made brief statements as they were sentenced for their involvement in the Ku Klux. Perhaps John Clayton would have echoed their sentiments had he stayed to face the consequences of his actions, or perhaps not. Many of those who went before the bar insisted they had been reluctant Ku Klux recruits. Some claimed they feared they would be whipped, as their African-American victims were whipped, if they refused to join.


  A man named William Shearer captured the combined forces of fear and peer when he said, “Well, everybody else was in, and I didn’t exactly feel safe without I belonged to it.”71 Others
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