




PRAISE FOR BORN FIGHTING

‘A tour de force... just as Webb stood up to the elites who peddled falsehoods about the Vietnam veteran, he now takes them on about this important group as well.’

–National Review online

‘James Webb has written what may be the first of its kind: a scholarly book that polishes the tarnished image of America’s bubbas and rednecks... provocative.’

–Houston Chronicle

‘James Webb reveals the all-but-invisible ethnic group that has created the core beliefs of democracy American-style: our rights come from God, not the Government; all of us are born equal, and “born aristocrats” don’t exist; and tread on either of those two truths, and we’ll fight you down to the last unbroken hyoid bone. The Scots-Irish, for such is their name, have fought all our wars for us, including Vietnam. James Webb was there, and he can count. He has written not only an engrossing story but also an important work of sociological history in the tradition of the great James Graham Leyburn.’

–Tom Wolfe

‘Pugnacious, bibulous, restless, pious: the Scots-Irish have fueled stereotypes and filled the White House, to say nothing of the ranks of the military... Webb does a fine job of tracing the Scots-Irish... from antiquity to the American Revolution... There’s plenty of good information and interpretation, amplifying David Hackett Fischer’s indispensable Albion’s Seed (1989) and Arthur Herman’s How the Scots Invented the Modern World.’

–Kirkus Reviews

‘James Webb writes like Scots-Irish warriors take to the battlefield – with power and purpose, with courage and clarity. Born Fighting delights and inspires; in reading it I learned more about my nation, my family, and myself. James Webb is a Warrior-Poet, and he has written an extraordinary book.’

–Randall Wallace,

author of Braveheart and Love and Honor

‘In telling the story of the Scots-Irish in America as a robust and passionate tale, novelist Webb writes a straightforward, no-nonsense, readable history that clips right along while it is also very personal and highly idiosyncratic... popular history at its finest.’

–Booklist

‘Webb does an admirable job of separating the Scots-Irish from both the British and the Irish, while outlining the profound impact they have had on American history.’

–Irish America

Born Fighting not only dispels many of the myths surrounding the Scots-Irish but helps this disparate group understand its own contributions to America. Through Webb’s engrossing depiction of Scots-Irish history, the reader gains an understanding of how they, through their acute individualism, disdain for aristocracy, and strong warrior traditions have come to shape America’s military, working class, and even our peculiarly unique form of populist democracy. In short, Webb has shed new light on what it might mean to be a redneck.’

–San Antonio Express-News

‘Webb’s book serves as a vigorous contribution to the debate on American and Southern history.’

–Charleston Post and Courier
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Foreword

In an era of ghostwritten memoirs and short-lived screeds, writing on difficult, substantive issues for a commercial audience can be tricky business. Those of us who have chosen this somewhat incongruous career path tend to view ourselves, rightly or wrongly, as artisans, and in rare moments even as sages. With each book we chase the elusive moonbeam that might bring us into the company of those literary lions fortunate enough to have their works still being considered long after their caskets have been lowered into their graves. At the same time, we are conscious that each book unavoidably reflects our own imperfections, and that these blemishes can be illuminated and even magnified in our writings. The books we write march alongside us, year by year, as we move through the celebrations and defeats that mark our lives. If we have written directly or even tangentially about social policy, our books speak to our judgement and intellectual breadth at one particular moment, as well as to the events that were then dominating our consciousness. And yet in our books that moment survives, vulnerable to rebuttal in different social and national circumstances as the years wear on, forever frozen on the pages we have written.

Conscious of this, I came carefully to the writing of Born Fighting. For many years I believed that the story of the Scots-Irish migrations from Scotland to Northern Ireland and then to America would become my crowning literary achievement, in a sweeping epic of a novel. As my writing career moved forward I put it off again and again, wishing to make sure that my intellectual and emotional maturity, and my skills as a writer, would be equal to the sense of obligation I have always felt about its content. I started several novels on the subject, each time giving up with the realisation that the facts overwhelmed the characters. Simply put, the journey was so powerful and so riddled with contradictions that I could not render it properly in one work of fiction. At the same time, a formal academic history seemed out of the question. I am not a professional historian, nor did I wish to write a book that the average reader would find dry and inaccessible.

I wanted this book to be right and I wanted it to be read – by those who are the product of this cultural migration, by those who have forgotten or ignored it, and by those who wish to understand how populist-style American democracy was created and still thrives. And so after many years of thought I decided on the present format, which is a mix of cultural history, social comment and family narratives. The many thousands of letters I have received since Born Fighting was published in October 2004, and the political commentary that the book has inspired, convince me that the three decades I spent in research and reflection were well worth the journey.

It would serve little purpose to recount the observations already in the body of this book in order to introduce new readers to its central themes. To state it a bit differently, in the context of recent American politics this is the story of the core culture around which Red State America has gathered and thrived. Its tendency towards egalitarian traditions, mistrust of central authority, frequent combativeness, and an odd indifference to wealth make the Scots-Irish a uniquely values-based culture, whose historical journey has been marked by fiercely held loyalties to leaders who will not betray their ideals. And its migration from Northern Ireland directly to the wilderness of the Appalachian Mountains, bypassing even the rudiments of colonial civilisation, accentuated a strong sense of individualism and self-reliance, while also bringing a cultural regression in terms of education and social refinements.

Great lines from country music – an art form created and dominated by the Scots-Irish – are continuing testimony to the pervasiveness of these themes:


I can be had, but I can’t be bought...

Take this job and shove it, I ain’t working here no more...

We’ll put a boot in their ass, that’s the American way...

You can stand me up at the gates of hell but I won’t back down...

You can’t stomp us out and you can’t make us run, ‘cause we’re them old boys raised on shotguns...



And so on. And, so, ever, on again...

Today the Scots-Irish and the people they have so strongly influenced are the greatest arbiters of American politics, providing the swing votes that cause the nation to move, periodically, between the Democratic and Republican parties. They were the original Jacksonians (indeed, Andrew Jackson defined them to America), and were among the strongest of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Democrats. Decades later they formed the core of the Reagan Democrats, and with that pendulum swing went the votes of the South over to the Republicans. Karl Rove understood them completely even if he did not overtly identify them ethnically, fashioning many of the emotional and values-based issues that consolidated the power of George W. Bush.

As the twentieth century moved forward towards the twenty-first, the impact of this culture grew, particularly in the military as well as in rural and blue-collar America. But the modern Democratic Party – and indeed most of America’s elites and its newer immigrant populations – lost its consciousness that the Scots-Irish even exist as a cultural group at all. Obsessed with a political strategy that targeted ethnic minorities, dominated by leaders who had no first-hand experience with this group, and generalising the loss of white support in Red State America to simple racism, the Democrats lost the backing of their key historical core group, those ‘farmers, laborers, and mechanics’ to whom Andrew Jackson had dedicated his political career and around whom American populist democracy had been formed. At the same time, America’s elites persisted in racial and ethnic policies that ignored a fundamental truth. Indeed, in this age of political correctness it can even be uncomfortable to utter this truth, but it is at the heart of America’s current ethnic dilemma: white ethnic groups in America are so varied that it is impossible to lump them together in the formation of policies affecting minorities without creating even greater disparities among white cultural groups themselves.

These realities were clear from the outset, if one had the cultural eyes with which to see them. And for me, the genesis for Born Fighting came in 1972, when I left the Marine Corps and entered the Georgetown University Law Center.

For many Americans, particularly left-wing activists, the early to mid-1970s was a time of victory, and even of affirmation. For others, especially traditionalists, it was a time of confusion and of defeat. The Watergate scandal was in early swing, and would soon dominate the nation’s attention, culminating in Richard Nixon’s resignation from office in 1974. The Vietnam War had dragged on for eight bloody, nation-draining years, and just before my law school graduation in 1975 would end with the ignominious fall of Saigon. The civil rights movement had reached its emotional apex a few years earlier with the urban riots that followed the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr, in April 1968, and as I began law school its gains were being codified in new laws that broadened and deepened affirmative action for women and racial minorities.

At Georgetown, as in much of America during those painful years, a second theme often rested just below the waterline of almost every debate. To a degree never seen before, the question of where one stood on many issues often called into question one’s ethnic origins. The centre had not held, to borrow from one of William Butler Yeats’s finest poems, and a huge percentage of the country had headed into an ethnocentric retreat.

To be sure, part of this retreat stemmed from black America’s journey into and out of slavery. And part of it was based on the desire of those who had migrated from Europe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to outline their defining struggles in the Northeast and urban Midwest, which had been dominated by White Anglo-Saxon Protestants from earlier migrations. A portion of it also came from the feelings among Hispanics that they had been displaced and mistreated by the Anglos in the Southwest, from Texas to California, where many had settled first.

But a good part of this retreat was also simply rejection, at a time when the entire American system was under attack over the very premises of both its domestic and foreign policies. The unspoken, but permeating premise of many debates went like this: I’m an American but I’m not like those guys, the ones who have been in power for two centuries and who screwed it up while at the same time reaping the preponderance of the educational, financial, and political rewards.

But who were ‘those guys’?

The fundamental assumption – flawed even then – was that the reins of power were unfairly held by the so-called WASPS. And thus an inverted syllogism invaded the beginning of every debate, and a remarkable irony seemed to replace rational thought. On the one hand the condemnation, when it came, was generic: since much of American society was dominated by Caucasians of Protestant, Western European descent, then by definition all of those who, however loosely, fit this category were assumed to have shared a presumptive advantage. And yet the accountability, when an individual ‘WASP’ disputed this presumed advantage, was personal: since the WASP ‘advantage’ was by definition long-standing and open-ended, those who had not prospered, or whose families had historically struggled, were simply assumed to have failed the test of American-style socioeconomic Darwinism.

In short, while the struggles of virtually every other ethnic group were heralded and measured against the dominant WASP culture, no distinction was made regarding the many differing migrations among white Protestant ethnic groups. And in fact there was very little recognition that white Protestants were different at all, either ethnically or in terms of their vastly varying experiences in America.

This was not a minor miscalculation. The presumption carried with it an enormous misunderstanding of a huge part of white America, some of whose socioeconomic struggles closely resembled those of African-Americans, despite the far more serious legal impediments that African-Americans were forced to carry with them all the way from slavery through the Jim Crow laws and into the 1970s. The story of those who originally settled in the Appalachian Mountains, some spreading forth into the rest of America from the South and its border regions in a succession of waves that stretched from the aftermath of the Civil War to the period following World War II, was far more complicated than the easy assessments of white dominance that were the starting point of most debates. And it deserved a better understanding, both among newer Americans and from the policymakers who were making judgements that affected people’s lives.

From my own family experience, I understood this truth viscerally, although I was unable to articulate it intellectually. And so I stumbled forward, first in an effort that might allow me to defend myself in this new world of hyphenated Americans, and then in an attempt to explain the journey, the contributions, and the cultural characteristics of this significant ethnic group from which I had sprung. At Georgetown I developed a fascination with ethnic migration patterns into the United States. The Library of Congress is only a few short blocks from the Law Center, and I spent much of my free time in its local history reading room. At one point I read six books on ethnic migrations in five days, to the certain detriment of my law school studies.

The years passed. Novels came and went, as did periods of government service, screenwriting assignments in Hollywood, journalism and business ventures in Asia. The information I continued to compile became too voluminous, and the insights too particular, to be included in a novel. The unique contributions of this culture, coupled with the irony of its increasing invisibility, continued to perplex me. And finally I decided that the best way to tell this story would be through non-fiction, treating the culture itself as something akin to the main character in a novel, watching it grow and evolve over the centuries, from the first moments of its spiritual, collective birth in the crags and hollows just north of Hadrian’s Wall as the Roman Empire structured a very different England to the south.

Born Fighting is the result of that decision. It is emphatically not a book about racial purity or simple ethnic bloodlines. The culture itself has always been inclusive, and it is so deeply individualistic that its members often measure their history through family genealogy. But it is a culture whose power and impact has been immense, even as its members have frequently been denied the best fruits of their labour on behalf of America. And this narrative is one flawed artisan’s best attempt to find the heart and soul of a cultural migration that has deeply affected the American persona.

James Webb

Arlington, Virginia

9 March 2007


PART ONE
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Rulers and Rednecks

Of the different racial strains that mingled their blood with the earlier English-Irish, Huguenot-French, German, Scotch-Irish – the last was by far the most important... They were desperately poor; the available lands near the coast were already pre-empted; so armed with axes, their seed potatoes, and the newly invented rifle, they plunged into the backwoods to become our great pioneering race. Scattered thinly through a long frontier, they constituted the outposts and buffer settlements of civilisation. A vigorous breed, hardy, assertive, individualistic, thrifty, trained in the democracy of the Scottish kirk, they were the material out of which later Jacksonian democracy was to be fashioned, the creators of that western type which in politics and industry became ultimately the American type.

–Vernon Louis Parrington,

Main Currents in American Thought
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Big Moccasin Gap

Gate City is more than four hundred miles from Arlington, down the long spine of mountains that marks Virginia’s western border. It takes seven hours to drive there, interstate highway almost all the way. I go west on I-66 until it hits the mountains, then go left on I-81, keeping those low, blue ridges off to my right as I tear my way south, heading through history. I-81 is a busy road, lots of New York and Pennsylvania license plates weaving in and out of heavy traffic. The exit ramps whiz past my vision, heading off the interstate to towns like Staunton, Lexington, Roanoke, Radford, and Wytheville. I recognise the counties, Rockbridge, Botetourt, Franklin, and others, places where my ancestors once built log cabins and scraped corn patches out of the mud before heading farther south or west.

The mountains are beautiful, smoky from the haze that the sun makes when it burns into the pine. My mind plays tricks. I tell myself that I’ve been right over there, once upon a time, or at least my blood has, taking water straight from a stream and staring out into the wild unknown, dreaming of the majestic deliverance that must be just over the next horizon, hiding in a valley that no white man has ever seen before. Or maybe the next horizon, or the next one, or the next one after that. Which is why my people kept on going, some of them getting hung up, staying behind in the cul-de-sacs of Appalachian hollows while the more adventurous worked their way, ratlike, through the maze until it broke out into Kentucky and then Missouri, Texas and Colorado, and one day even hit the palm-lined beaches of California.

Because that is the story of my people, not for a generation or for ten generations but for forever. There was a time more than two thousand years ago when the Celtic tribes dominated middle Europe. They made beautiful jewellery and carvings. They were poetic and warlike. They followed strong leaders, even to their deaths. They brought their women and children to the battlefield and put them behind their ranks so they would be sure not to retreat. And they did not retreat. But they refused to recognise leadership beyond their local tribes and thus would not become a nation. And they had a permeating discontent that caused the more determined of them to keep pushing, every generation, a little bit farther into the wild unknown.

Until God played his greatest trick on them. Up the English island they moved, a generation at a time, ever northward, each generation seeing the more restless and aggressive push farther, breeding a new generation of even more restless and aggressive travellers. To the far north they moved, into what is now called Scotland, and when it ended or became too bleak they found sea bridges into Ireland. And so after hundreds or thousands of years of insistent wandering, the most migratory and curious among them found that they were caught in a cruel genetic joke, all their energies bottled up in wild, desolate places that only faced each other or the sea. So back and forth they went, across the sea bridges from Ireland to Scotland and then back again, waves of them that they now called ‘clans’ taking out their fury on each other, then uniting once in a while when the Romans or the English sought to conquer them. The wildest, most contentious people on all the earth, trapped in a sea-bound bottleneck, their emotions spattering out into poetry and music and brawls, calling each other Irish and Scottish now, or Catholic and Protestant, anything that might make another reason for a good, hard fight.

Until they became the British Empire’s greatest voyagers, indeed its greatest export, settling in odd places all around the world. And for that splinter of them that became my people, the Scots-Irish, this meant the Appalachian Mountains, their first stop on their way to creating a way of life that many would come to call, if not American, certainly the defining fabric of the South and the Midwest as well as the core character of the nation’s working class.

You yourself may see cars and Burger Kings when driving along I-81. But I am watching my own ghosts: tough, resilient women on the buckboards of narrow wagons, hard men with long rifles walking alongside, and wool-clad kids tending thin herds of cattle as they make their way down the mud trail called the Wilderness Road.

That rough road, as Johnny Cash once sang. That old Breezy Creek Road. That low-down, troublesome road through Moccasin Gap.

Nearing Gate City, I dip for a few miles into the hills and ridges of Tennessee, then drop off the interstate and come down a mountain until I am back in Virginia. Soon I pass a sign that remembers Big Moccasin Gap. This was Indian hunting ground for thousands of years. Arrowheads are almost as common as acorns if you scrape the thin soil around Gate City. It was also Daniel Boone’s home. His son Jim was killed by an Indian war party in Castlewood, barely twenty miles away. And from this point in 1775, Daniel Boone blazed the first trails through the mountains into Kentucky. Big Moccasin Gap. Johnny Cash wrote the song about it many years ago, probably to honour his wife, June Carter Cash, whose famed musical family was from Hiltons, six miles up the road.

I have family here, too.

From Gate City, I follow narrow, winding roads along rushing streambeds and past small frame houses built at the bottom of the ridges. The mountains loom above me. Trucks are parked along the roads. Little wooden footbridges cross the streams, leading to the front doors of the houses. American flags are frequent, on the trucks and in the yards and on the porches. America got bombed and mountain people don’t forget, even if it happened in New York and Washington, because when it comes to fighting wars, mountain people have always been among the first to go.

A few miles outside town I turn left onto a far narrower road. It has no marker other than a small hand-painted sign with an arrow and the name of a Baptist church, but I know it by heart. It wasn’t so long ago that the road was still dirt. This is the entrance to Alley Hollow. My great-great-grandfather lived in this hollow. My great-grandfather left from here to move up to Kentucky. A lot of people back in Alley Hollow share my blood. And all of them share a large part of my history.

My great-great-grandparents are buried back here along with maybe a dozen others in a rough patch of woods on top of a nearby mountain. There are no headstones, only large rocks that mark individual graves. When David G. Webb died, he owned no property and the value of his possessions totalled ten dollars, neither of which was unusual in these hills. Years ago I contacted the Veterans Administration and obtained a Confederate headstone for him and my great-great-grandmother, but there is no road leading to the top of the mountain and it is a laborious trek by foot, so the heavy marker has yet to find its proper resting place. Thinking of the anonymity of their graves, I remember a time when I visited a Protestant cemetery in Northern Ireland, in a little town along the coast just north of Larne. Most of the oldest headstones were unreadable, their etchings washed away by centuries of cold rain coming in from the sea. When I asked why they had not been replaced, I was told, simply, that the families that had buried those people had moved on.

The mountain is on someone else’s property, back in the hollow. My cousins have called to ask permission for us to visit it. We drive in a truck down dirt roads. Old frame houses mark our journey, their porches buckling and the springhouses along the rushing streams falling into ruin. Folks here are still moving on. They always have. That is the story of our people. The road roughens even more, ribbed like an old washboard from the rains. We pull up in front of a haunted, empty farmhouse and walk across its back pasture. Two yapping barn dogs appear from nowhere and stay with us as we head slowly up the mountain.

On top of the mountain the wind, heavy with oxygen, hits my face. I look over at the deep green waves of mountains that surround me, thinking on the one hand that it reminds me of being in the open sea, and on the other that I can now see all the way to Tennessee. And I know this is what my ancestors must have thought as well. Another mountain, and then another. Why should I stop here? And I think not only of my great-great-grandparents lying underneath my very feet, but of all the others who made me, whose lives passed through these mountains and others just like them to the north and south. Perhaps they were brave. Perhaps they were merely desperate. But they were daredevils, not only to have shown up, but also to have had the courage to leave.

On top of this mountain you can understand the Pioneer’s Creed: The Cowards Never Started. The Weak Died Along the Way. Only the Strong Survived.

The names jump at me, up from the front-porch chronicles of my grandmother, out from the pages of the past. Webb, Hodges, Smith, Doyle, McKnight, Marsh, Cox, Long, Leach, Condley, Murphy, Walker, DeHaven, McBride, Miller, Jewell, Cochran, Johnson, Leckie, Chitwood, Stuart, Lane. And the others whose names just now escape me, all of them coming here from one unknown, stopping for a while, and then heading out again into another.

The earth is a ravisher in these mountains, its vines and tangles swallowing up the memories of those who went before, and in their place the wild things are moving back into the hollows. Deer are so thick that my cousin finds it hard to keep them from the alfalfa he grows for his small herd of cattle, and even from his garden. Someone nearby reported seeing elk up in the far woods. And at night if you listen close, you can hear an occasional coyote.

Standing on the mountain, I worry that when this generation dies, the memory of those who went before me will be lost just as completely, buried under the avalanche of stories that have on occasion ridiculed my people and trivialised their journey. They came with nothing, and for a complicated set of reasons, many of them still have nothing. The slurs stick to me, standing on these graves. Rednecks. Trailer-park trash. Racists. Cannon fodder. My ancestors. My people. Me.

This people gave our country great things, including its most definitive culture. Its bloodlines have flowed in the veins of at least a dozen presidents, and in many of our greatest soldiers. It created and still perpetuates the most distinctly American form of music. It is imbued with a unique and unforgiving code of personal honour, less ritualised but every bit as powerful as the samurai code. Its legacy is broad, in many ways defining the attitudes and values of the military, of working-class America, and even of the peculiarly populist form of American democracy itself. And yet its story has been lost under the weight of more recent immigrations, revisionist historians and common ignorance.

Walking down the mountain and driving back towards the world that these people made possible for me, I make a simple vow. Or maybe I simply hear them, calling to me from the place where I will some day join them.

The contributions of this culture are too great to be forgotten as America rushes forward into yet another redefinition of itself. And in a society obsessed with multicultural jealousies, those who cannot articulate their ethnic origins are doomed to a form of social and political isolation. My culture needs to rediscover itself, and in so doing to regain its power to shape the direction of America.
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The Radical Individualists

The Scots-Irish (sometimes also called the Scotch-Irish) are all around you, even though you probably don’t know it. They are a force that shapes our culture, more in the abstract power of emotion than through the argumentative force of law. In their insistent individualism they are not likely to put an ethnic label on themselves when they debate societal issues. Some of them don’t even know their ethnic label, and some who do know don’t particularly care. They don’t go for group-identity politics any more than they like to join a union. Two hundred years ago the mountains built a fierce and uncomplaining self-reliance into an already hardened people. To them, joining a group and putting themselves at the mercy of someone else’s collectivist judgement makes about as much sense as letting the government take their guns. And nobody is going to get their guns.

But this is who they are, and where they came from.

Their bloodline was stained by centuries of continuous warfare along the border between England and Scotland, and then in the bitter settlements of England’s Ulster Plantation in Northern Ireland. Their religion was a harsh and demanding Calvinism that sowed the seeds of America’s Bible Belt, its on-your-feet independence instead of on-your-knees rituality offending English Anglicans and Irish Catholics alike. On occasion they sold themselves as indentured servants in order to escape Ulster’s harshness, although unsurprisingly, they quickly became known in America as disagreeable and in-your-face when in that role.

Mostly they came in families and even large groups of families, and thus retained their cultural identity long after leaving Ireland. They came to America on small boats that took months to cross the Atlantic, as many as 30 per cent of their passengers dying on a typical voyage. They settled not in the plantations along the Southern coast or in the bustling towns of New England, but in the raw and unforgiving mountain wilderness, some spilling out from settlements in New Hampshire, but the overwhelming majority populating an area along the Appalachians that stretched from Pennsylvania to Georgia and Alabama. It was not unusual to find that their first task beyond building a cabin was to defend themselves against the bloodcurdling attacks of Indian war parties.

They fought the Indians and then they fought the British, comprising 40 per cent of the Revolutionary War army. They were the great pioneers – Daniel Boone, Lewis and Clark, and Davy Crockett among them – blazing the westward trails into Kentucky, Ohio, Tennessee and beyond, where other Scots-Irishmen like Kit Carson picked up the slack. They reshaped American politics, taking hegemony away from the aristocratic English-Americans and creating the populist movement. In this role they gave us at least a dozen presidents, beginning with the incomparable Andrew Jackson and including Chester Arthur, Ulysses S. Grant, Theodore Roosevelt (through his mother), Woodrow Wilson, Ronald Reagan (again through his mother) and, most recently, Bill Clinton. It is even said that the patrician George W. Bush has a Kentucky-born, Scots-Irish ancestor.

They formed the bulk of the Confederate Army and a good part of the Union Army as well, and even in later wars provided many of the greatest generals and soldiers our nation has ever seen. Stonewall Jackson comes to mind, as do Sam Houston, Nathan Bedford Forrest, Ulysses S. Grant, George S. Patton, and a slew of army chiefs of staff and Marine Corps commandants. Not to mention Sgt Alvin York, the most remembered hero of World War I, Audie Murphy, the most decorated soldier of World War II, and David Hackworth, America’s most decorated veteran from Korea and Vietnam. Indeed, they have fed dedicated soldiers to this nation far beyond their numbers in every war – for instance, the heavily Scots-Irish people of West Virginia ranked first, second or third in military casualty rates in every US war of the twentieth century. As one comparison, West Virginia’s casualty rate was twice that of New York’s and Connecticut’s in Vietnam, and more than two and a half times the rate experienced by those two states in Korea.1

The intense competitiveness that makes them good soldiers has also produced a legion of memorable athletes, business leaders and even such completely American pastimes as NASCAR racing, which evolved from the exploits of the daring moonshine runners of the Appalachian Mountains during the days of Prohibition.

They created and still dominate country music, which along with jazz and soul is a truly American musical form. Indeed, it would be fruitless to single out country music legends from this culture, because to name a dozen would be to leave another hundred out. Country music is at the heart of the Scots-Irish culture. It percolated for more than a century in the remote and distant mountains until WSM radio took it national in the 1930s through the Grand Ole Opry. In the hollows through those isolated earlier years the dulcimer found its plaintive notes, the traditionally exquisite violin turned into such a hot fiddle that some warned it came from the devil, and the banjar, an African instrument made with a gourd, evolved into the hillbilly banjo.

And they gave us so many brilliant writers – Mark Twain the lion among them, Horace Greeley, Edgar Allan Poe and Margaret Mitchell not far behind, and Larry McMurtry a good honourable mention – that their style of folklore became one of the truest American art forms. Not to mention a horde of thespians, including Tallulah Bankhead, Ava Gardner, Andie MacDowell, the legendary Jimmy Stewart, John Wayne, Robert Redford and George C. Scott, who hailed from Wise County, Virginia, just a few miles down the road from Big Moccasin Gap. A thousand years ago, English monasteries searched out Scots, Welsh or Irish monks to be their scribes, calling their native artistic talent ‘the Celtic curve.’ And in the American South it has always been said that one cannot shoot an arrow up into the air without having it land on a soldier, a musician or a writer.

Paradoxically, the Scots-Irish also form a culture of isolation, hard luck and infinite stubbornness that has always shunned formal education and mistrusted – even hated – any kind of aristocracy. In this sense they have given us the truest American of all, the man the elites secretly love to hate (except in Hollywood, where he is openly reviled to the point of caricature), the unreconstructed redneck. Blamed for slavery even though only a minute percentage actually owned slaves, they suffered for generations after the Civil War due to the twin calamities of Reconstruction and the ever-increasing seclusion of the Appalachian and Allegheny Mountains.

Enduring poverty at a rate that far exceeded the rest of the country, over the last century they scattered far and wide, following (most famously) the Hillbilly Highway up to the North-Central factory belt and the Grapes of Wrath roads into California, often taking their poverty with them. Conditioned by a thousand years of conflict, those who stayed behind resisted the Northern-dominated structure of the civil rights movement as an invasion from the outside just as vociferously as they had viewed the Civil War in such terms. The reformers who worked to help end segregation failed to understand the vital historical distinctions among white cultures in the South, forcing a fight with a naturally populist people who might otherwise have worked with them, at least on some points, if they had taken a different approach.

The Scots-Irish did not merely come to America, they became America, particularly in the South and the Ohio Valley, where their culture overwhelmed the English and German ethnic groups and defined the mores of those regions. And the irony is that modern America has forgotten who they were (and are) so completely that it is rare to find anyone who can even recognise their ethnic make-up or identify their amazing journey and their singular contributions. It is no exaggeration to say that despite its obsession with race and ethnicity, today’s America has a hole in its understanding of its own origins. Not a small hole, as for instance the need to rediscover and recount some long-ago incident in an isolated backwater, but a huge, gaping vacuum that affects virtually every major debate where ethnicity plays a role.

This lack of cultural awareness applies to many people of Scots-Irish heritage as well.

The story of the Scots-Irish has been lost in the common understanding for a variety of reasons. First, due to their individuality and the timing of their migration – roughly the first seventy years of the 1700s – the Scots-Irish never really desired to define themselves by their ethnic identity. In their rush to become Americans, the ‘hyphens’ didn’t matter, except in the telling of family histories in the front-porch chronicles that persisted into my own generation. Indeed, although they were the dominant culture of these regions, they were not ethnically exclusive and often intermarried with those who accepted the mores of their communities. A good example of how this phenomenon has affected self-identification is that fully 38 per cent of the city of Middlesborough, Kentucky (in the heart of Scots-Irish America), listed their ethnicity on the 2000 census simply as ‘native American’, compared with 7 per cent nationwide. America’s ‘ethnocentric retreat’ of the last few decades caught this culture unaware and by surprise.

Second, many of the most literate observers of American culture tend to lump the Scots-Irish in with the largely English-derivative New England Protestant groups and the original English settlers of the vast Virginia colony as ‘WASPs’ (White Anglo-Saxon Protestants) under the rubric of ‘British’ ancestry. But these were, and are, distinctly separate and different peoples. In terms of historical background, education, religious formality and experiences here in America, the people who made up the New England settlements had nothing in common with the Scots-Irish or even with the English who settled in Virginia. Alexis de Tocqueville was instructive on this point in his 1835 classic, Democracy in America. ‘The settlers who established themselves in New England,’ he pointed out, ‘all belonged to the more independent classes of their native country... These men possessed, in proportion to their number, a greater mass of intelligence than is to be found in any European nation of our own time. All without exception had received a good education, and many of them were known in Europe for their talents and acquirements.’2

The New England migrations were well planned, carefully structured and organised from their beginning to create townships and the advantages of urban infrastructure. The townships were plotted out with a careful sense of equality, and families were given their own pieces of land. Academic institutions were created early on, including Harvard, Yale, Princeton and many of our other great learning institutions. The WASP societies of New England were indeed formidable, dominating America’s intellectual and economic institutions for centuries.

The original English settlements in Virginia were quite the opposite, immediately creating an agrarian economy and a three-tiered class system that often caused members of the lower classes to regress rather than advance as the generations moved forward. Of those English settlements de Tocqueville wrote, ‘The men sent to Virginia were seekers of gold, adventurers without resources and without character... They were in nowise above the level of the inferior classes in England.’3 Even the later migrations of ‘Cavalier aristocracy’ that eventually made up the famed first families of Virginia had little to do with the WASP cultures of New England – and were not interconnected with the Scots-Irish themselves at all. The Scots-Irish migrations were separate from this three-tiered structure along the Virginia Tidewater, in geographic, religious and cultural terms.

And thus the Scots-Irish had nothing in common with either the English aristocracy in Virginia or the New England WASP settlements. Nor, for that matter, did the typical English who made their way into the mountains to join them. Some of the English in the mountain communities had come from Ulster with the Scots-Irish. Some came from the border areas between England and Scotland and were, in contrast to the New England English, heavily Celtic in their origins. And others, such as those depicted by de Tocqueville, drifted into the mountains from the ugly, class-based system that characterised lowland Virginia.

These three distinctly separate cultural groups approached almost every important issue differently as the nation took shape, and were affected in dramatically different ways by social and economic policies. Analysts who attempt to analyse American history and political views by combining all those with ‘British Protestant origins’ under one rubric will invariably end up with a false understanding as well as a mass of useless and conflicting data.

Third, there is a tendency in many academic and literary quarters to lump the Scots-Irish in with the Irish themselves. More than 40 million Americans claim Irish descent, exclusive of those Scots-Irish who have self-identified themselves on census reports under other categories such as Scottish or ‘native American’. Interestingly, more than half of these are of Scots-Irish ancestry. This fact is rarely recognised even by Protestants of Scots-Irish descent, many of whom may be found happily wearing the green and marching in St Patrick’s Day parades. A considerable number of Scots-Irish immigrant families did carry Irish as well as Scottish blood, just as many of them also carried English blood. My own ancestors included Murphys, Doyles and Connollys, among others. But at some point they all became Protestant, and the cultural migration as well as the experiences of the Scots-Irish were widely different from their Celtic kin, the Irish Catholics.

Early America experienced three great ‘Celtic waves’ of migration from Ireland. The first, numbering between 250,000 and 400,000, included many northern English and Scots, but consisted principally of Scots-Irish Presbyterians emptying out of Ulster.4 Although the migration began in the late 1690s, its heaviest years were between 1717 and the American Revolution. The second, spurred on by Ireland’s potato famine in the late 1840s, was most heavily, but not exclusively, Catholic. In its peak years during the 1860s, about 100,000 Irish immigrants were flooding into America every year.5 The third, centring on the two decades that bracketed the beginning of the twentieth century, was in many ways a continuation of the second wave but at about half the immigration rate, with 84 per cent of all Irish emigrants from 1876 to 1921 coming to the United States.6

Once removed from Ireland, the common Celtic origins of these two groups brought many similarities, especially in their military traditions, their affinity for politics and their literary prowess. But the timing, geography and cohesion of these respective migrations resulted in starkly different experiences in America. The first, Protestant, wave centred on the Appalachian and Allegheny Mountains. The other, principally Irish Catholic, migrations flowed mostly into Boston, New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore, with a secondary outflow to Chicago. They were not only urban in their first instance, but also competitive with other large ethnic migrations such as those from Italy, Greece and Eastern Europe. They were also up against a truly dominant WASP establishment that quickly became identified as an adversary to be overcome as well as a benchmark against which to measure their success. However, in contrast to the Scots-Irish, these migrations benefited from having landed smack in the middle of America’s rich and thriving Northeast corridor. Although they met early resistance from the entrenched elites, the availability of quality schooling and the ability to organise themselves politically allowed many Irish Catholics to assume positions of power and influence very quickly, including in the worlds of publishing, mass media and academia.

Another division between these two cultures pops up from time to time from the perspective of some Irish-Catholic Americans. The unresolved issues between Protestant and Catholic factions in Northern Ireland are closer in their experience than they are to the Scots-Irish, and this remembered bitterness at times affects their views of Americans of Irish-Protestant descent. To a few Irish Catholics, the Scots-Irish remain a people apart, who should still be battled or at best kept at a distance. If you are Protestant, the logic goes, you have no claim to being truly Irish. This viewpoint amounts to an unfair judgement even as it relates to Irish history itself, as many of Ireland’s greatest figures have been Protestant and, in the parlance, ‘Anglo-Irish’. Nationalist leaders Theobald Wolfe Tone and Charles Stewart Parnell come to mind, as do legendary writers Jonathan Swift, William Butler Yeats and George Bernard Shaw. Musician Van Morrison is also an Irish Protestant of Scottish descent. And the highest-ranking native-born Irishman in the Civil War, the legendary Confederate general Patrick Cleburne, was a Protestant who had once served in the British army.

There is another reason that the Scots-Irish story has been lost to common identification. In the age of political correctness and ultraethnic sensitivities, it has become delicate, to say the least, to celebrate many of this culture’s hard-won accomplishments when teaching American history in today’s public schools.

The Scots-Irish settled the Ulster Plantation in Northern Ireland at the urging of the English, a position that is anathema to some Irish Catholics, who look at this migration as having sown the seeds of the current Troubles in Ireland. No matter that Presbyterians and Catholics suffered many of the same legal and political difficulties at the hands of the Anglican hierarchy.

They came to America and took the land that no one else wanted, a difficult movement to sell in today’s politically correct environment, since in many eyes they took it from the Indians.

Their legacy is stained because they became the dominant culture in the South, whose economic system was based on slavery. No matter that the English aristocrats of Tidewater were slavery’s originators and principal beneficiaries, or that the typical Scots-Irish yeoman had no slaves and actually suffered economic detriment from the practice.

They suffered 70 per cent killed or wounded in the Civil War and were still standing proud in the ranks at Appomattox when General Lee surrendered – but in today’s politically correct environment this means that they were the ‘racist’ soldiers of the Nazi-like Confederacy.

They are a culture founded on guns, which considers the Second Amendment sacrosanct, while literary and academic America considers such views not only archaic but also threatening. And yet it is not hyperbole to say that Al Gore lost the 2000 election by going against them on this issue, causing Tennessee and West Virginia to vote for George W. Bush.

And they are the very heartbeat of fundamentalist Christianity, which itself is largely derived from the harsh demands of Scottish Calvinism. As such, they have produced their share of fire-and-brimstone spiritual leaders, whose conservative views on social issues continually offend liberal opinion-makers.

Because ‘sophisticated’ America tends to avert its eyes from the bellicose and often warlike nature of their journey, it also is inclined to ignore or misunderstand this culture, even though the Scots-Irish continue to hold enormous social and political sway. Other than the occasional student that they are usually able to tame through the educational process of their high-end universities, or the Southern politician that they can indoctrinate and mould into their version of a respectable presidential candidate, America’s elites have had very little contact with this culture. As with African-Americans fifty years ago, they rest comfortably with the false notion that the ‘redneck world’ does not comprise a social or political force outside the narrow and often invented social issues that are necessary to get its vote









PART TWO
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The Making of a People – and a Nation

Scots, wha hae wi’ Wallace bled,

Scots, wham Bruce has aften led,

Welcome tae yer gory bed,

Or tae Victorie!

Now’s the day, and now’s the hour:

See the front o’ battle lour,

See approach proud Edward’s power –

Chains and Slaverie!

Wha will be a traitor knave?

Wha will fill a coward’s grave?

Wha sae base as be a slave?

Let him turn and flee!

–Robert Burns, ‘Scots Wha Hae’


PART THREE
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The Ulster Scots

No Surrender.

–The blood oath of Londonderry, 1689


PART FOUR
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The Spirit of a Revolution

Call this war by whatever name you may, only call it not an American rebellion; it is nothing more or less than a Scotch Irish Presbyterian rebellion.

–A Hessian officer writing home during the War of the American Revolution


PART FIVE
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Rise and Fall: The Heart of the South

When I grew tall as the Indian corn,

My father had little to lend me,

But he gave me his great, old powder-horn

And his woodsman’s skill to befriend me.

...

We cleared our camp where the buffalo feed,

Unheard-of streams were our flagons;

And I sowed my sons like the apple-seed,

On the trail of the western wagons.

–Stephen Vincent Benét,

‘The Ballad of William Sycamore, 1790–1871’


PART SIX
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Reconstruction. Diaspora. Re-education?

Daddy was a veteran, a Southern Democrat,

They ought to get a rich man to vote like that.

...

Somebody told us Wall Street fell,

But we were so poor that we couldn’t tell.

Cotton was short and the weeds were tall,

But Mr Roosevelt was gonna save us all.

Gone, gone with the wind,

There ain’t nobody looking back again.

–Alabama,

‘Song of the South’


PART SEVEN
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Reflections: The Unbreakable Circle

Again and again I come across the assertion that a society cannot grow and thrive without a culturally superior stratum which generates the impulse towards excellence and greatness... The happenings in this country refute this assertion... [T]here is evidence on every hand that the vigour and health of a society are determined by the quality of the common people rather than that of the cultural elite.

–Eric Hoffer,

Working and Thinking on the Waterfront (1958)
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