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to those who have kept faith in a better freedom
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George Wallace campaigns before his hometown crowd in 1958. Wallace amplified a message of freedom as white resistance to federal power that defined the politics of his native Barbour County—and much of the nation—since the 1830s.











The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do. It could scarcely be otherwise, since it is to history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations. And it is with great pain and terror that one begins to realize this.

—james baldwin, 1965
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introduction

George Wallace and American Freedom

George wallace, ever proud and defiant, tightened his fighter’s frame as he assumed the spot where Jefferson Davis was sworn in as president of the Confederacy over a century earlier. Chin forward, chest puffed out, the new governor stood high on the rostrum, flanked by undulating waves of red, white, and blue bunting. A Confederate flag adorned the podium before him. When he began to speak, Wallace’s lips curled around his famous cocksure Southern drawl, his vowels gliding and stretching toward some secret past. The new governor seemed to transcend time—a man as much from the nineteenth century as from the Space Age. January 14, 1963, was the coldest day in almost any Alabamian’s lifetime, and the fog of the governor’s breath rose into the winter air. The man who would go on to become the firebrand of the modern conservative movement seemed to breathe history and exhale ghosts.1

The new governor began his infamous inaugural with an homage to the specifics of place. Thanking the “home folks” of his native Barbour County for giving “an anxious country boy” a chance, he called out no fewer than twenty-five locations in that county on the banks of the Chattahoochee River—Haigler’s Mill, Spring Hill, Baxter’s Station, Horns Crossroads, Baker Hill, Eufaula, and his own birthplace, Clio (pronounced here with a long i, as in “Ohio”). Like his audience, Wallace understood history in terms of place as well as time: settings of rich soil, old churches, familiar streets, sharecropper shacks, opulent mansions, and buried ancestors. Such places of enduring independence and eternal innocence, Wallace would argue, needed to be defended from the ominous storm of federal forces forever gathering just over the horizon.

Wallace’s angry finger jabbed at legions of imaginary enemies before him. The audience hung on every word. His well-trained boxer’s fists flew. The crowd roared. As Wallace moved on from his tribute to Barbour County, the register of his voice changed. It became louder, less dignified, even forced. Then came words that split the frozen Alabama air like fire: “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, and segregation forever!” Each syllable, written by a Klansman no less, got its due. That one race-baiting line shot around the country and riveted the nation’s attention. It remains the most famous sentence of George Wallace’s life.

History recalls Wallace’s inaugural address as a set piece in the larger drama of defending Southern segregation, which it was. But the speech was about something even more profound, more enduring, even more virulent than segregation. Aside from his infamous “Segregation Forever” slogan, Wallace mentioned “segregation” only one other time that afternoon. In contrast, he invoked “freedom” twenty-five times in his speech—more than Martin Luther King Jr. would use the term later that year in his “I Have a Dream” address at the March on Washington. “Let us rise to the call of freedom-loving blood that is in us,” Wallace told his audience, “and send our answer to the tyranny that clanks its chains upon the South.” Those rattling shackles of oppression were forged by the enemy of the people of his beloved Barbour County: the federal government.

After the inaugural, the crowd dispersed down Montgomery’s capitol hill. Many in attendance still had white carnations pinned on their lapels to proclaim their resistance to integration. As they spilled down toward Dexter Avenue, there on the corner, in plain sight from the governor’s office window, stood the sturdy redbrick Baptist church where Martin Luther King Jr. preached until 1959. In the dark, wood-paneled basement of that house of worship, King and his many allies planned parts of the Montgomery Bus Boycott after NAACP activist Rosa Parks’s strategic refusal to give up her bus seat in 1955. By Wallace’s inaugural, King had decamped for Atlanta to build his growing national campaign for civil rights. Yet Wallace, too, was building up a national presence, hell-bent on combating the very same federally ensured equality that King and his allies sought. Except what King believed to be the path to freedom, Wallace believed to be a wall of federal tyranny. The new governor tapped into something fierce. “Wallacism,” King explained on national television later that spring, “is bigger than Wallace.”2

During the fight over the Civil Rights Act in 1964, Wallace’s criticism of federal overreach became even more enflamed: the legislation was an “act of tyranny,” the “assassin’s knife stuck in the back of liberty,” an assertion of government overreach with “more power than claimed by King George III, more power than Hitler, Mussolini, or Khrushchev ever had.” By promoting national laws to end racial segregation, the “federal force-cult,” Wallace claimed, was trying to push the white South “back into bondage.”3

George Wallace, famous as a defender of segregation, believed himself to be a fighter for freedom. From the American Revolution to the ongoing civil rights struggle, Americans have come to associate the concept of freedom with the fight of the oppressed for a better life and a better world. Few ideas are as central to the American mythos. It is easy to ignore or dismiss Wallace’s call for freedom as little more than ideological window dressing for his racism. The real story, however, is far deeper and more complex. Even superficial familiarity with American political discourse reveals that this word, freedom, is as vague as it is ubiquitous, as contested as it is omnipresent, as reflexive as it is inescapable, as oppressive as it is liberating. What the world heard that cold January day was a politician in a long history of local politicians, one with a preternatural capacity to channel the currents of Southern—and national—history into the nation’s most cherished ideal.4

Americans, Wallace believed, would forever continue the fight of their Jeffersonian ancestors against centralized tyranny. “We intend,” he declared at the inaugural, “quite simply, to practice the free heritage as bequeathed to us as sons of free fathers.” He tapped into what one historian has called an obsessive “fear of an imminent loss of freedom” displayed throughout Southern, and American, history. Wallace’s words are hard to differentiate from generations of similar calls to protect local ideas of American freedom. Patriotically rooted in the United States’ revolution against colonial monarchy, these cries subsequently turned against the US government itself. An 1851 issue of the Montgomery Advertiser, for instance, found white slaveholding Alabamians to be “the most oppressed, insulted and plundered of all” in their struggle against federal power. Protecting their freedom to enslave others meant they had to fight tirelessly for “the maintenance and perpetuation of those great principles of civil liberty transmitted to us by a glorious and venerated ancestry.”5

Since federal authority often proved to be an essential, if often fallible, means of redress for nonwhite people, generations of leaders like Wallace saw federal authority as a threat to their social order. Wallace therefore spent his career repeating an enduring and widespread American promise to keep federal power at bay. His brand of freedom was not just ideological residue of the revolutionary generation, but a means to maintain local white political and economic power. Freedom from what whites deplored as federal “tyranny,” therefore, ironically provided license to practice actual tyranny in countless places like Barbour County. From the theft of Native lands to the suppression of modern civil rights movements, conflict between federal power and local autonomy forged a peculiar ideology of white freedom: an ever-evolving freedom to dominate others.

This book is about the idea and practice of a specific kind of freedom in the very place George Wallace elegized in his speech—Barbour County, Alabama, and its main town, Eufaula. A place of grand, tree-lined boulevards, enormous antebellum-style mansions, once bustling commerce, and a dizzyingly rich political history, the town once sat high upon on a bluff above the Chattahoochee River, an elevation submerged, since the 1960s, by a federal dam. The serpentine waters of the river, marking the divide between Alabama and Georgia, flow down to Apalachicola Bay, carrying cotton to the great ports of the world. Here the stately homes in the southeast corner of Alabama are known by the names of deceased locals who made their fortunes as cotton planters and merchants—and controllers of local politics—who found themselves in constant battle with federal authorities to obtain their land and maintain their political and economic power. From the once famous bluff, the town dissolves westward into the enormous spreading plains of plantation cotton, grown in the rich black soil of the northern part of the county. The southern half of the county, below the famous region known as the Black Belt, hosts the poverty and hardscrabble lands that gave birth to George Wallace.

Stories of this obscure place of “surpassing charm,” once hidden behind veils of Spanish moss or beneath thick oak boughs bending to the weight of history, reveal a microhistory of the largest and most central conflict in American political history: that over the meaning of American freedom. A close examination of Barbour County reveals how a racialized, domineering version of American freedom evolved through two centuries of local battles with federal authorities. A focus on a single place allows for a full exploration of why and how appeals to American freedom so often serve as an ideological motor for practices of domination of other people’s land, labor, and political power. The dramas here, small and large, illustrate how racialized anti-statism became a core aspect of American freedom.6

Historians have long recognized the oppressive tensions that gave birth to American freedom but have rarely addressed the grinding persistence of the problem. They have observed the comingled contradictions between freedom and slavery, noted the paradox of those claiming freedom for themselves but oppressing others, and puzzled at the contradictory tensions in American ideologies, but rarely have they recognized that oppression and freedom are not opposites. In the United States, freedom and oppression are mutually constructed, interdependent, and difficult to separate. As African American historian Nathan Irvin Huggins put it, “Slavery and freedom, white and black, are joined at the hip.” From the founding fathers of whom Wallace spoke, to his own day and down to ours, land dispossession, slavery, power, and oppression do not stand in contrast to freedom—they are expressions of it.7

Where did this idea of American freedom as freedom to dominate come from? Turning back thousands of years, we can see how ancient ideas of political freedom emerged in slave societies. In ancient Athens, as the classicist Moses Finley put it some years ago, we saw the “advance, hand in hand, of freedom and slavery.” Without a large body of people to whom freedom was denied, the historical sociologist Orlando Patterson argues, there was little need for the concept of what became Europe’s most cherished value. Freedom, argues Patterson, was founded not “upon a rock of human virtue but upon the degraded time fill of man’s vilest inhumanity to man”—the capacity to enslave.8

Patterson sees the structure of Western freedom as having three notes that compose a single cultural chord. The first note is the most obvious: freedom as the absence of constraint on one’s latitude to act. We might consider this the realm of individual liberty, the type of absence of constraint that is cherished by Americans and the most romantic version in ideology and practice. The second note is “civic freedom”—the ability to participate in the governance of one’s community. We call this democracy. We are civically free to the degree that we share in the decisions of the political community.

The third, and most ominous, note in Patterson’s chord is an idea of freedom that means not simply the absence of slavery but the power to enslave. Patterson explains that an individual engaging in freedom as an expression of his—and only in recent decades has it been anything but his—singular sovereignty “has the power to restrict the freedom of others or to empower others with the capacity to do as they please with others beneath them.” Such a framework begins to explain why cries for American freedom so often exist in an uncomfortable embrace with concentration of power, racial bigotry, religious intolerance, misogyny, land hunger, violence, and a belligerent form of gun rights. By recognizing discrimination, white supremacy, economic power, and the capacity for violence as dimensions of what “freedom” has always meant, we gain a fresh perspective on central problems of American ideology and practice. A core dimension of freedom is an expression of power.9

The ancient concept of freedom became something more specific, more virulent, in the United States through interactions with Indigenous lands and African labor. If we can step away from gauzy, almost religious, celebrations of the nation’s founding, some distinctive problems in American history become salient. The United States was born at a unique confluence of two streams of global history: settler colonialism and chattel slavery. In global history, there are settler colonial societies and there are slave societies, but few societies are both. Even fewer are founded on a premise so deeply wedded to the combined ancient republican values of freedom and democratic governance. At its heart, this book offers a long historical answer to the short question posed by the eighteenth-century English poet and essayist Samuel Johnson: “How is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?”10

Americans celebrate their independence from British colonial rule as the fountainhead of their freedom, yet they proceeded to use their freedom to seize the continent and replace the existing people with both themselves and human beings stolen from Africa. After the expulsion of Indigenous people of the South was underway, Choctaw leader Levi Colbert asked if the “spirit of liberality and equality which distinguishes the United States from all the Empires” was merely “jealousy and defence of their own particular rights, an unwillingness to be oppressed themselves?” The answer to his question reveals a foundational American irony. Independence from colonial rule has often meant not an absence of tyranny, but the opposite: the right to practice tyranny in the name of the universal philosophical category—freedom.11

By design, the US Constitution limits federal authority to very specific levers of action. Seen by many at the time as having gone too far in centralizing power and undermining local democracy, the Constitution was created amid widespread paranoia about conspiracy, corruption, and political “enslavement” to tyranny. In Jeffersonian democracy, government was to be small, local, and participatory, a source of vigilance against the abhorrent tendencies of political corruption, centralization, and aristocracy. The real source of what legal scholars call “police power”—the ability to regulate and enforce behavior in the name of the welfare of the people—rests officially with the various states. The federal government is therefore consciously designed, and popularly understood, to be a thing of restraint, while state and local governments are given broad latitude of action. Most key political questions have historically been left to the states, and some of the most dramatic episodes in political history, as George Wallace knew from his time in Barbour County, occur when federal power threatened the autonomy of local and state authority.12

Crucial to understanding how freedom works in the American context is grasping what James Madison called the “compound republic.” A productive tension, he believed, was built into the American system in which local, state, and federal arenas form an integral, political whole. What scholars flippantly call “the state” is really a messy geopolitical clash over order, rights, and freedoms. James Bryce, the nineteenth-century analyst of the American state, described the compound republic as being “like a great factory wherein two sets of machinery are at work, their revolving wheels apparently intermixed, their bands crossing each other, yet each set doing its own work without touching or hampering the other.” Yet the set of machines did not simply touch but crashed, their gears grinding and gnashing, the belts flying off, and, in the case of the Civil War, the spinning energies of the flywheels violently smashing into each other. Freedom’s Dominion is not so much a community study of Barbour County as it is a close analysis of those conflicting kinetic energies of the compound republic as they unfold in one place over time.13

If a political entity has legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens, its coercive powers are accepted—or at least tolerated. Citizens grant authority to ruling powers to maintain civil order, to provide for the well-being of the people, to regulate social and economic behavior, and to defend against outsiders. Faith in a government’s legitimacy and reciprocal obligations between state and citizen emerge alongside other bonds of social cohesion, such as tradition, ideology, shared experience, ethnic purity, or others. In the case of the American compound republic, where Washington’s power was designed to be limited, such bonds often find strongest expression at local and state levels of government in opposition to federal authority.

As Wallace exclaimed so fervently, when the federal government opposed visions of local white sovereignty, it grew to become an enemy—even the enemy—of “the people.” Federal power became the looming usurper, the illegitimate actor, the violator of white American freedom. The federal government rarely took an unambiguous stand for minority citizenship, but frequently it stepped in just enough to whip white elites into a frenzy of racialized anti-statism that spread rapidly and wildly under the banner of freedom. When rare victories for nonwhite peoples happened, they often required tremendous interventions by federal authority that did, arguably, break with the limits enshrined in constitutional tradition that men like George Wallace were trying to defend.

Even the hint of federal authorities mustering their forces could breed zealotry and violence. Should federal power even minimally imperil local capacity to, for example, appropriate Indigenous lands, exploit chattel slavery, or otherwise reorder labor and race relations, it posed a direct threat to local (white) autonomy. Federal authority, when it meddles in local affairs, is cast as an illegitimate source of coercive power that must be resisted—sometimes with deadly force. More often than not, federal power was egregiously positioned against the interests of nonwhite people, except when it was not, and then invocations of white freedom grew ever more strident. The local struggle against the illegitimacy of federal power then took the form of a dynamic racialized anti-statism: an ever-evolving catalyst in the political chemistry of American freedom.

In many histories of local resistance to racial reform, the idea of “white supremacy” is deployed to explain the prevailing state of affairs, the motives of the local powerbrokers, as well as deep historical roots and present-day echoes alike. Freedom’s Dominion seeks a more specific and grounded explanation given that the overt use of the phrase “white supremacy” was not popularly adopted until well after the Civil War. The Barbour County story shows the deeper and more continuous and evolving ideological and rhetorical underpinnings of white domination. Those defending racism, land appropriation, and enslavement portrayed themselves, and even understood their own actions, as part of a long history of freedom. This is also why they were quick to pick up the fight of their ancestors against federal authorities who dared interfere in the practice of their birthright of freedom, the most American of creeds.

The heroes of this tale are the actors on the ground who battled to achieve better lives for themselves and their families—and a more just union for all. The protagonist, however, is a body much maligned on both the left and the right: the federal government. Often it was the only hope there was for those seeking to preserve their land, to win the vote, to avoid being lynched, or ultimately to gain their civil rights. Not surprisingly, this protagonist turns out to be clay-footed, two-faced, weak-kneed, and often ineffectual. For local movements for democracy to win and flourish, however, required the backing of the federal government—often including the use of force. The terrible fact is that what some feared and still denounce as “bayonet rule” is what others simply called citizenship. The argument here is that defending the civil and economic rights of all people cannot be left to local enforcement. “A government without force,” argues the Reconstruction historian Gregory P. Downs, “means a people without rights.”14

Freedom’s Dominion is a story of rough continuity, recurring conflict, and ideological regeneration across time in one place. In Barbour County, freedom served as an ideological scaffolding that supported most every form of domination discussed in this book—Indian land dispossession and removal, mob political violence, lynching, convict labor, Jim Crow, resistance to school integration, and the fight against voting rights. Whether popular wisdom emphasized the social, political, or economic dimensions of white freedom, the patriarchal masculinity inherent in what Patterson calls the “freedom to limit the freedom of others” remained constant and powerful. It still does. To explore the varied expressions of freedom within this broad continuity, this book focuses on four periods of racialized anti-statism and conflict with federal power. Each unfolds as an epic unto itself—with theft, riots, killings, political intrigue, corruption, and war.15

In the first period, federal troops attempted to remove illegal white intruders from Creek Indian land that had been guaranteed by a federal treaty in the 1830s. From the very birth of Barbour County, the federal government’s attempt to prevent white settlers from invading the Creek Nation made it the literal enemy of white settlers’ freedom to access land: the core of the Jeffersonian ideal. Preventing the theft of Native lands seemed to contradict much of the essence of Jacksonian-era politics—even if those protections were designed to rein in and control white freedom in the strategic interest of promoting a long-term strategy of land dispossession. The federal defense of Native American rights against white intruders, argued one speculator at the time, struck “at the very root of the tree of Liberty” by subverting the interests of the states and the rights of “the people.” Within the compound republic, a vigorous alliance emerged between the newly created county and the young state of Alabama; together they squared off against the federal government. The result was talk of nullification, secession, and even civil war in the name of preserving the freedom to dominate local lands.16

The story then shifts to Reconstruction in the 1860s and 1870s, when US troops backed the right of African Americans to vote in one of the most important stories of federal intervention in US history. It took unprecedented military, legal, and political reach for the federal government to ensure the rights of freedmen through laws and amendments that could not have passed outside of the wartime emergency and extraordinary postwar political opportunities. Reconstruction did work when it worked, but it failed when the political and military power necessary to back the rights of the freed people wavered. The subsequent white assault on the federal guarantee of Black voting in Barbour County was understood as fighting the “flagrant and dangerous invasion of the ancient conservative principles of personal liberty and free government.” The result was the bloody “redemption,” as white Southerners called it, of their freedom in the form of a murderous coup against Black voters.17

The third section begins after Reconstruction, with federal power in repose. Here the consequences of federal inaction become glaring, and this book reinterprets themes like convict leasing, lynching, the Jim Crow state constitution, and labor relations within the framework of a local white sovereignty largely unconstrained by federal power. Here was the highpoint of overt claims of white supremacy in some of its most naked and least contested forms. Access to white power, though hardly economic resources, was redistributed from the plantation elite to all white people in the Jim Crow era. With the coming of the New Deal, however, Southerners willingly accepted monies from the new federal bureaucracy but kept a watchful eye on incursions into the Southern racial order. The growth of the federal government lay the groundwork for white Southerners’ later abandonment of the Democratic Party as it attempted to protect the citizenship of African American people. The governor from Barbour County in the 1940s, for instance, fought fair employment practices for African Americans, proclaiming, “When the government at Washington, thru* its executive, or judicial branches, undertakes to force upon a State a standard which it does not and will not accept, it is a denial of freedom.”18

Finally, the book turns to the modern civil rights era and the blinkered but crucial federal support for civil and voting rights that tipped the balance of power in the compound republic, thus attempting to nationalize both the Bill of Rights and the right to vote. White people of Barbour County found clever ways to fight the integration of schools and thwart the rising power of the right to vote among its people. As local African Americans finally began to see dependable federal enforcement of their rights, George Wallace rose from the backwoods of Barbour County to deliver his fight against the scourge of federal power to the national stage. In so doing, he tapped into generations of concerns that local white people’s freedom was yet again under siege by federal powers.

Wallace transformed national politics by making his version of racialized anti-statism into a central component of modern conservative politics. All citizens across the nation, he urged, needed to enroll in the fight against federal courts, federal troops, federal economic planning, and federal political control. He understood the national draw of this local problem as early as his 1963 inaugural. “And you native sons and daughters of old New England’s rock-ribbed patriotism, and you sturdy natives of the great Mid-West, and you descendants of the far West flaming spirit of pioneer freedom,” he intoned, “we invite you to come and be with us, for you are of the Southern mind, and the Southern spirit, and the Southern philosophy[;] you are Southerners too and brothers with us in our fight.” Regardless of where one called home, Wallace claimed, “the heel of tyranny does not fit the neck of an upright man.”

When the governor concluded his address, he declared that the South had to lead the nation back toward Jeffersonian values, back toward states’ rights, back toward freedom. He knew not just the South but the entire nation yearned for a revival of its freedom. “We, together,” Wallace concluded, “can give courageous leadership to millions of people through this nation who look to the South for their hope in this fight to win and preserve our freedoms and liberties.”

These stories are not simply regional tales lost in the dark, overgrown thickets of the past. They are quintessentially American histories—inescapably local, yet national in theme, scope, and scale. As George Wallace made clear with his inaugural litany of Barbour County places, the very specificity of his home opened onto elements of everyplace. There, on the ground, broad theories dissolve into the everyday complexities and contradictions of lived experience that make up this story. What we learn is that federal power has proven itself, quite consistently, by design and by practice, to be inadequate to the basic claims of citizenship of its people. One of the great ironies of American history is that federal power has a far better record of breeding anti-statists than it does disciplining them. As a result, the battles being waged today echo those fought two hundred years ago. In each of these fights, we see immense effort required even for small victories that have been too often defeated, erased, or rolled back by time. This book stands as an argument for a vigorous, federally enforced model of American citizenship that is not afraid to fight the many incarnations of the freedom to dominate. To do so requires changing our story of federal power, democracy, and American freedom.

Like many good tales, this one begins when a stranger comes to town. A single rider approached a village of white settlers in the summer of 1832. The white residents had seized prime land on a bluff overlooking the Chattahoochee River, known among the Native Americans as Eufaula Town. There the white intruders had built a settlement in violation of a federal treaty signed with Creek Indians. The interlopers drove the Eufaula Creeks from their ancestral home, seizing their crops and depriving them of their means of subsistence.

The approaching rider was a federal marshal. Before he left, he burned the white settlement down.

1

Footnote

* Author’s note: I have preserved the original spellings of words, which are often unorthodox or noncontemporary, as they appear in the source documents. For the sake of clarity, in a few cases I mark such a spelling with “[sic]” where it might otherwise appear as if it were a typo or error. Whether marked or not, all unorthodox spellings have been checked against the original to ensure accuracy.
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chapter one

Marshal Crawford’s Orders

United states marshal Robert L. Crawford might have ridden tall and commanding in the saddle, the crispness of his uniform and the curve of his hat defying the soggy July humidity of southeastern Alabama. Or perhaps he traveled slumped over on his horse, wilted by the heat and defeated by the thankless job of a US Marshal trying to keep federal order in the rough and frenzied land grab known as “Alabama Fever.” It’s not hard to imagine him stealing an occasional nip from a flask to dull the misery of it all, growling outbursts of rage against the Lord and the entire American experiment as he patrolled the Federal Road that sliced through the swampy tribal lands of the Creek people. For all we know, he proudly embodied the power granted to him as an extension of federal authority in the Old Southwest, responding to the call of service and public virtue in Jacksonian America. Like many in the US Marshals Service at the time, however, he probably simply enjoyed a ripe plum of federal patronage, possibly procured through his father, a judge down in Mobile, and pursued his federal position with vigor and professionalism.

Truth is, the historical archive reveals little as to what sort of person Marshal Robert L. Crawford might have been. We do know that, in the spring of 1832, the United States War Department gave him a difficult, probably impossible, task that he pursued with impressive diligence. His superiors in Washington sent him into battle to pursue the federal government’s reputation and good faith, “well knowing that your feelings will prompt you to aid the oppressed.”1

The “oppressed” in this case were the Creek people. His orders were to protect the Indians with “vigilance and energy” from the onslaught of white intruders pouring into Native lands in eastern Alabama, then known officially as the Creek Nation. Those orders outright opposed the land-grabbing frenzy that infected and defined Jacksonian America. Sent neither to remove nor to relocate the Indigenous people, Marshal Crawford had been dispatched to do the near impossible: drive white trespassers out of a five-million-acre crescent of land in eastern Alabama that, by federal treaty, still belonged to the Creek people. “The Indians must be protected, and the white trespassers must be driven off,” the War Department ordered.2

After a generation of genocidal war, President Andrew Jackson himself sent down the directive to defend the terms of the Treaty of Cusseta and push white intruders out of the Creek Nation. This was an area roughly the size and shape of New Jersey, set aside specifically for the Muscogee Creek people. The land hugged the western flank of the Chattahoochee, a river that formed the boundary between Georgia and Alabama.

In an age defined by the deportation, expulsion, and extermination of the Native American people, Crawford was sent to stem one of the fiercest tides of human migration in world history. The opposition he would face from the clamoring hordes of white intruders would, in the long run, destroy Crawford’s will. Whatever “feelings” he may have had for the “oppressed” at the start of his job descended into despair about the federal government’s capacity to control the freedom-loving white land grab in the Creek Nation. Neither he nor his superiors knew, or could even imagine, that they were launching a century of fighting over the nature and reach of federal power in Barbour County.

Crawford’s orders were aggressive and clear. “I am directed by the President,” wrote Secretary of War Lewis Cass to Crawford in April 1832, “to instruct you to repair to the district, ceded by this treaty, and give notice to all [intruding] persons, except those, allowed by the treaty to remain till their crops are gathered, to remove within as short a period as practicable, having due regard to their local position, and other circumstances.” The length of time granted to the intruders to pack up and get out, “you will fix, and publickly make known.” All the white intruders on Creek land were to be gone by that fall.3

“In the execution of this delicate trust I recommend to you to be as conciliatory, as may be compatible with the object to be attained,” wrote Secretary Cass. “Apply force only when absolutely necessary and then after having fully explained to the parties their own duties, the rights of the Indians, the obligation of the government, and the instructions you have received.” There would be no punishment beyond eviction from the Creek Nation. “When a person is removed beyond the boundary line,” he directed, “he will be left entirely free.” In contrast to Cass’s naively clinical directions, Crawford’s time in southeastern Alabama gave him the sense that the situation was volatile and confusing—a place in which it was “frequently impossible to arrive at the facts.”4

That spring, Marshal Crawford published notice in three newspapers, setting the public date for removal of the white trespassers as July 15, 1832. By that date, he declared, all whites had to evacuate the Creek Nation, with the exception of those who had not directly stolen their lands from the Indians. Those intruders squatting between Creek developments could remain until their crops had been harvested. Then they too had to evacuate the region. As the secretary of war explained, Crawford just had to make it clear to all concerned parties “the obligations of the government, and the earnest hope of the President”; this should be enough to “induce every citizen to remove within the time prescribed.”5

Should moral suasion fail to pry European Americans off Native American lands, the secretary of war also placed the federal troops at Fort Mitchell, some forty miles up the river, at Marshal Crawford’s disposal. However, the civic virtue of the people, he seemed to believe, would be sufficient to carry the day. “I will not permit myself to doubt, but that the valuable cession made by the Indians, and the publick faith, which has been plighted to them, will furnish motives sufficiently powerful to produce this desirable result.” Local imperatives would have to give way to the national government’s “solemn obligations with the Creeks,” Cass explained, as “every principle of justice and good faith” on the part of the federal government was at stake.6

Secretary of War Cass could not begin to fathom the obstacles in Crawford’s path, though the marshal already sensed what was coming. “Removal of these few would be attended with considerable expence, and rumors to them,” Crawford warned the secretary in the understated tone of official correspondence of the nineteenth century. Driving hundreds or even thousands of white intruders from the five million acres along the Chattahoochee could prove overwhelming—and dangerous. Perhaps Crawford had seen a certain foreshadowing of his own fate up in neighboring Pike County. There, a local grand jury indicted the commandant of the US garrison at Fort Mitchell, one Major Philip Wager, for issuing a proclamation demanding that all white persons failing to produce permits or not married to Indians were to leave Creek lands in fifteen days. The tension was already sharp between intruders, bolstered by an unruly democratic spirit and protected by both state and local governments, and federal authority supported by an armed force it was loath to use. Crawford, who stood between the intruders and some of the most valuable land in the world at the time, most likely figured it was about to get a whole lot worse.7

Crawford began his work in a place commonly known by its Muscogee Creek name, Eu-fau-la Town. It was one hundred and fifty feet above the banks of the Chattahoochee River, whose waters passed by on their way to Apalachicola Bay and into the Gulf of Mexico. Between the site’s access to global markets and some of the finest cotton growing soil in the world, the little spot proved precious to white invaders. The southern boundary of the Creek Nation sliced diagonally right through Barbour County, with Eufaula at the lower tip. That made the tiny settlement a good geographic point to begin a sweep northward to rid the region of intruders.

Creek villages tended to be tidy operations, typically close to the types of moving waters for which the Anglos renamed them from their native Muscogee. The many Creek towns in Alabama and Georgia followed similar layouts. Each had a central gathering place surrounded on four sides with open-air cabins staked out in cardinal order. Each was lined with benches, which helped foster the town squares, or talwas, as places of civic and commercial life, where trading, games, lounging, and socializing took place. Public ceremonies, political decisions, and the meeting of dignitaries all happened in the square. Many satellite communities of kin living in compounds scattered widely around the township supported and looked to the talwa, which comprised the primary point of loyalty and political life for the loose, even fragmented, confederacy of Creek peoples.8

Upon arrival in Eufaula in July 1832, Crawford found those tidy squares overtaken by “some of the most lawless and uncouth men I have ever seen. Some of them refugees from the state of Georgia and for whom rewards are offered.” The white intruders, Crawford reported, had not only “taken the Indian lands from them & burnt or destroyed their houses & corn, but did violence to their person.” They had whipped and beaten the Creek people. Stolen their lands. Forced them to flee into the forest, leaving them in desperate shape, scattered forty and fifty miles away from their homes. Whatever ambivalence the marshal may have had about his mission dissolved into disgust upon confronting the white ruffians. “The extreme hostility existing between the Indians & these intruders forbid a compromise of any kind taking place,” he reported back to Washington; “nothing but absolute expulsion would do them.” Crawford quickly recognized the job was too big for one person. Figuring that “rough men, required rough treatment,” he called upon a detachment of federal troops from Fort Mitchell.9

The intruders’ belligerent “threats & menaces” only stiffened Crawford’s resolve, until, in the sweltering heat of a hazy hot July, he ordered federal troops to lay torches to the white settlement. They burned a number of cabins and a particularly large warehouse, presumably for the cotton riches the whites hoped to produce, that was still under construction. Other cabins he ordered torn down. The Eufaula Creeks even requested that Crawford burn their own cabins, which the intruders had stolen and occupied, to ensure that the interlopers would have neither motivation nor means to retake the hamlet. The marshal not only returned the land to the Natives, he went so far as to force the return of the land taken between various Creek plots spread around the talwa, land the treaty originally ruled should remain in the intruders’ hands until after the harvest, at which time they should be expelled from the region. Crawford’s exasperated men kicked them out, however, then turned the existing crops, already coming in strong at midsummer’s height, over to the Creek people.10

For a moment in the summer of 1832, as the sun beat through the smoky haze and flames of buildings burning the moisture out of the sticky Alabama air, it appeared to be the end of the intruders’ settlement in Eufaula. The partisans of a virulent local freedom, hungry for land, wasted little time in reorganizing to defy federal authority and take back what was “theirs.”

When news spread that the federals burned the town, political melodrama, rumors of savagery, and demands for revenge boiled up around the state. Using Alabama’s official new name of the town, the headlines of the Enquirer newspaper of nearby Columbus, Georgia, blared, “Storm, Capture, and Burning of Irwinton!!!” The paper claimed a fight with the federals was now imminent and reported rumors that the “independent freemen” of the settlement had equipped 140 “brave and haughty settlers of the youthful town” to fight the government’s intrusion on the freedom of whites to settle the land. A “night of commotion and gloom” ended with dawn revealing a “town deserted and desolate” after Crawford’s actions: “The few remaining stragglers who had lingered behind to preserve some valuable piece of property from destruction, and those who, in their anxiety and impatience to be off, overloaded their wagons, and were lodged on the side of the adjoining steep were kindly accelerated to an eminence, from whence they saw their devoted town fall a prey to the devouring flames.” No mention was made of those who fled into the woods, vowing to return in defiance of the federal troops. “This terminated the storm, capture, and burning of Irwinton,” the paper lamented in the summer of 1832. “Short its existence, but brilliant its history.” The maudlin history of white victimization at the hands of federal troops had begun.11

William Irwin, the planter, military officer, speculator, and politician for whom Irwinton was named, complained directly to the secretary of war about the federal assault on local rights. The burned warehouse had not been near any Indian improvements, he argued, making the troops’ attack on it a federal crime against the people. The citizenry, in fact, issued a warrant for the arrest of the military officers who performed that dastardly deed.

Unsubstantiated stories and outright lies quickly followed. Irwin alleged that a federal soldier, acting on orders, ran his bayonet through the sheriff, which “sevearly wounded one of the best Citerzins of that County.” The sheriff, Irwin pointed out, “Is a man of Good Reputation and the Ground Is stained with his blood.” The apocryphal story probably came from the Montgomery paper, which repeated the fact that the small hamlet was set on fire but included the claim that when a warrant was issued against the federal marshal, the issuing deputy sheriff “was pierced by a Federal bayonet.” There is no evidence that this happened, but the rumor of martyrdom in defense of the state of Alabama against federal intervention was a perfect set piece of political theater that would be restaged for generations to come.12

Despite the local uproar, officials in Washington City backed Crawford’s actions in Eufaula and elsewhere. The War Department commended the marshal, explaining that they found “nothing to censure, but much to approve, in the manner in which you have executed the duties entrusted to you.” His superiors unfazed by the local uproar, Crawford proceeded in his quixotic efforts to stem the flood of land thieves.13

No sooner had Crawford begun his march northward from Eufaula than he reported, with considerable frustration, that the intruders “returned with a reenforcement,” this time “armed, and threatening to defend themselves.” The intruders seized the land that had been returned to the Creeks and swore to fight anyone who tried to take it again. The county sheriff also showed up to serve writs of trespass on Marshal Crawford, the commanding officer of the troops, and the Creeks who remained on the land. The Creeks remained at the mercy of the whites. The Eufaula chief explained that just a few weeks after removal, the invading European Americans forced the Creeks to hide in the woods with no means of subsistence and no possibility of justice from the state of Alabama.14

Crawford grew impatient, realizing that if Washington allowed any exceptions to the law they would face the “utter impossibility” of keeping large numbers of intruders at bay. In December 1832, six months after his burning of Eufaula, Crawford demanded more troops. A lot more. “It is entirely useless to go into the [Creek] nation with a less number than two hundred men,” he wrote to Washington; “they might possibly be driven off with less, but they would be back, before the troops had gone five miles.”15

Meanwhile, the reconstituted white intruders of Eufaula pleaded directly to the secretary of war to stop their removal. Tensions between Natives and whites, they argued, were exaggerated. The settlers merely occupied a port (a “deposite”) that served the “indispensable” economic interests of all people—not just the intruders—and the land had very little agricultural value to the Creeks but tremendous cotton producing potential for the whites. To this, they added a jurisdictional argument: the state of Alabama had extended its purview over the Creek Nation, and that jurisdiction protected the legality of the intruders’ land claims. The state had appointed commissioners to stake out the square mile of the town, and that, the citizens believed, “fully authorized” them to occupy and develop the land. Because of this, they “humbly petition your honor to suspend orders for our removal from this village.” Backed by the the people and government of Alabama and in ready defiance of federal authority and Crawford’s efforts, the new town sprang back to life like cotton flowers in the spring.16

The problem, as even President Andrew Jackson would later admit, was that to allow any intrusion was to create a dangerously porous boundary that could turn a trickle of white settlers into a flood. As the sword of federal authority in the Southern District of Alabama, Marshal Crawford understood the dilemma better than anyone. As he pointed out to the secretary of war, “I found it impossible to make any limit to intrusion.” If one settler was let in for any reason, it meant the entire mission of halting violations of treaty rights was vulnerable. “I conceive an intrusion in part, to be an intrusion in the whole,” Crawford explained in terms that echoed the Creek chiefs’ increasingly frantic appeals to the federal government.17

The Treaty of Cusseta, signed just weeks before Crawford had received his orders, was just one of many agreements that followed Jackson’s Indian Removal Act of 1830. That act allowed the government to exchange land west of the Mississippi for Native lands in the East. The terms of the Treaty of Cusseta essentially privatized the five million acres along the Chattahoochee known as the Creek Nation, premised on giving individual plots of land to the Creek people. Indian families would get their plots legally deeded to them, but the hope in Washington was that the Creeks would sell their lands and move west of the Mississippi—Jackson and Cass’s undeniable main objective.

Yet for the Indigenous population, the core of the Treaty of Cusseta was not the “opportunity” to move west as advocated by President Jackson and Secretary Cass, but Washington’s commitment to drive white intruders out of the region and to prevent any land transfers or in-migration for five years. The dual nature of the treaty was such that, in addition to inducements to move west, there was an alternative plan: the guarantee of private parcels of land to the Indigenous population.

Under the Treaty of Cusseta, a federal survey was to be performed, and then individual allotments of 320 acres were to be granted to each Creek family (or orphan) and 640 acres to each tribal chief and town headman who selected to remain in the nine-county area known as the Creek Nation. The plots that Washington promised would be legally deeded plots, in Anglo-style land ownership, which could be worked or sold as the owners saw fit. In addition, annual annuities would be paid to the Creeks for twenty years. Moreover, the treaty guaranteed that the Creek people would have five years of federal protection from white intruders or land sales while they organized and prepared for their transition from a tribal to a privatized land structure. In order to check the swindlers and intruders, all land sales would not only be blocked for five years, but then they could only be conducted through an agent appointed by the president himself. The treaty offered the hope of remaining on the land, but at the cost of the end of Creek national sovereignty.18
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The last Creek strongholds east of the Mississippi. The Muscogee Creek people were driven from the eastern portion of this region in 1825 under the Treaty of Indian Springs, a deal so fraudulent and corrupt that the Creek National Council vowed never to give up any more land to white settlers. After the Treaty of Cusseta (1832), the Creek struggled against an onslaught of white intruders to preserve their right to remain in the parcel west of the Chattahoochee. This region includes Barbour County at the southern tip.





Secretary of War Lewis Cass and President Andrew Jackson, who had personally invited the Creeks to Washington that spring to negotiate the Treaty of Cusseta, were the main architects of the land privatization scheme. They believed that once the allotments were surveyed and deeded, the Creeks would sell them for a good price and move west. Both saw the treaty as an equitable move that accomplished two goals: it honored remaining Creek land claims and would eventually build toward their master plan to relocate as many Indians as possible west of the Mississippi. The government banked on the idea that the only way for the Creeks to preserve their tribal traditions and withstand the economic pressure of the settlers would be to move west. It was, as one historian put it, a “market-based removal” treaty for the transition to white domination of the region.19

Though the agreement was a long way from perfect in the eyes of the Creeks, the federal promise to remove the whites, transfer ownership to individual Creeks, and protect the region from intruders for five years stood out as a welcome respite from decades of conflict and war. It seemed to many to be the Creek people’s last hope. Some semblance of Creek community and culture might survive in eastern Alabama—if the federal authorities proved willing to enforce the land privatization scheme of their own design.

Lacking legal capacity for self-governance under the laws of the state of Alabama, the chiefs understood their position perfectly. “Our only alternative is protection [provided by] the United States.” The more desperate their circumstances became, the more they looked to the federal government to stop the white flood and recognize their rights. The worst fate for the Creeks would be if they were left at the mercy of the wild and unruly new state of Alabama. Short of a full-scale Creek war on the white population, which most recognized would end horribly, the survival of the Creeks depended upon the extension of federal authority over them and their land. State jurisdiction would mean the end of the Creek Nation.20

In practice, the treaty set the terms of conflict for the next five years. European Americans saw the agreement as the beginning of open season for seizure and colonization, part of their Jacksonian destiny under the Indian Removal Act. Native Americans believed it to be a five-year, federally enforced respite from white intrusion, followed by legal transfer of land ownership to tribe members. The rub between the Natives’ legal truth, weakly backed by the United States government, and the Americans’ ideological fiction, enforced by the state of Alabama, would eventually mean war.

In the buildup to the treaty, Secretary of War Cass tried desperately to convince the Creeks that they would be much happier running their own affairs west of the Mississippi. In a letter to the Creek leaders, he noted honestly that their “condition is deplorable,” “health and morals ruined,” and that they had become “debased, indolent, and improvident.” The white invaders had deprived them of land and thinned their game, leaving the Creek people “absolutely starving, or subsisting upon the bark of trees.” All of this was true. Their best choice, as he saw it, was to head west where they would be undisturbed, where they could run their own affairs, where they could “flee from the evils of your present position and to seek comfort and plenty.” Yet, Cass affirmed, that’s just how he saw it. The choice was theirs. “If you wish to go, every liberality shall be extended to you. Money, provisions, agricultural instruments, domestic animals, schools, teachers, in short every thing which can… [provide] assurance of permanent prosperity.” “But if you choose to remain, so be it. No one will compel you to go, no force will be applied. You are as free to stay as we are.”21

To the great frustration of Jackson and Cass, the vast majority of the Creek people chose to stay. What federal authorities in Washington did not understand was that Cass’s list of misery was exactly what made the American Indians want to stay under federal protection, not uproot and go west. The Indigenous people of Alabama saw the treaty as their last best hope to preserve what remained of their lands, their community, and their traditions. Privatization seemed to be a tidy solution, but Jackson and Cass had no idea that it would create the opposite reaction of their desire: it would deepen the sense of hope of remaining home. Despite the challenge to tribal ways of life, the individualized land ownership scheme of the Treaty of Cusseta held out the promise that some elements of their lives might remain as they had. At bare minimum, with a five-year transition period, they could think, prepare, and organize for a new future.22

Yet the excitement among European Americans generated by the treaty foreclosed even a market-based transition period. Whites, choosing to believe that the treaty ended sovereignty and opened up the Creek Nation to settlement rather than closing it with federal protection, flooded across the border in a frenzied land grab that defied federal promises made to the Creeks. This was not a unified horde of whiteness, however, but a crazy quilt of competing interests among affluent speculators, on-the-make settlers, and poor roughs in search of a plot to call their own. Each saw land as central to their liberty, and federal authority and Indian rights as antagonistic to their goals. Each sought refuge under the mission of the state of Alabama, which sided with them and against the Indians and federal power. Each wanted the federal government and its protection of Native Americans out of the way.

Without bothering to wait for the federal census or the survey, speculators sent land agents in with large supplies of whiskey and cheap goods. The agents pushed the Indians to buy on credit, often taking land title as security and betting that the Natives would be forced to sell off their allotments to pay their debts. Speculators opened hundreds of grog shops along the Chattahoochee, ultimately destroying hope, fortitude, resistance, and Creek land ownership. The regulation of whiskey was beyond federal purview, Cass argued, though the federal marshals recognized that curtailing alcohol was imperative for the Creeks’ survival. Using every angle imaginable to get Native land, including ploys as simple as having imposters pose as local Creeks in order to sign away lands they did not own, the speculators ran roughshod over federal promises to protect the Creeks. The Native Americans had no standing in local or state courts and found themselves swindled at every turn. Soon, the land rush Crawford had been sent to stop became a torrent.

The most insidious aspect of the swindles was the land companies’ use of African American slaves as interpreters who would receive rewards for finding unsold allotments. As one government agent put it, the slaves were sent after land titles, “to hunt the reservees down like malefactors or wild beasts, and to follow them incessantly wheresoever they might retreat to avoid importunity and persecution, and never cease hampering them, till from mere disgust, not a few have committed suicide, and many more have sold for very inadequate prices.” By using slaves as fronts for their thievery, the speculators insulated themselves legally. Enslaved people, lacking citizenship standing, could not legally testify even if wrongdoings managed to make it into the courts.23

Reports of beatings, theft, burning of property, killings, kidnapping of Indian wives in order to obtain land rights, and the “floating” of legal land rights from one person to another without permission all plagued the good marshal’s removal efforts. Indebtedness crippled the Creeks’ capacity to do anything—including moving west. As one of the census takers in the area reported, “Whenever a party of Indians shall be ready to emigrate, bail writs, under the laws of Alabama, will be served upon almost every head of a family.” He continued: “The jails of Alabama will be full of Indians, or the Indians will have to surrender their reservations” as well as anything else “they may possess which is of any value, to release themselves from custody.” The plague of whiskey made it all the more horrible and complicated. The choices were obvious but not easy. The federal government either had “to remove them, protected by an armed force” or drain their coffers paying endless claims ginned up by the intruders. The Creek people swamped the federal government with complaints of intruders’ land frauds, while the intruders wrote a deluge of complaints about Marshal Crawford’s violation of their rights.24

Meantime, the Creek Council laid out their desperate situation to their only ally, the United States War Department. “Instead of our situation being relieved, as was anticipated,” the council explained, “we are distressed in a tenfold manner. We are surrounded by the whites with there fields & fences. Our lives are in jeopardy. We are dayly threatened for fear we should make choice of there improvements, we are prevented from building new Houses or clearing new fields. We have for the last six months lived in fire, yet we have borne it with patience. Believing our Father the President would comply on his part, what He had pledged himself to do.” Even though they were “crowded with white people,” “oppressed by the laws of Alabama,” unable to build houses, and facing threats to their lives, they chose to stay. Although ethnically and geographically divided, the Creeks knew what they wanted: “There is not a dissenting voice among us who wish either to sell or move west of the Mississippi.”25

The report of the chiefs in Eufaula stood out as particularly dire. In October, several months after the burning of the white settlement, local Indian Agent Major Thomas Abbott reported, “After much privation and fatigue I am about finishing the census of the heads of families… of the Eu-Fau-la Town of Indians.” He’d met with the principal chief and a gathering of local headmen, he explained, and they had grievances they wished to convey to Washington. “They complain bitterly of the treatment they have received at the hands of the intruders and of the abuse which still continues to be heaped upon them.” Their list of problems was “endless,” and “they say they have ample testimony that their sufferings are great.” A principal of the public council stated, “with much feeling,” that “many had nothing now to eat and that, he was assured, without timely assistance from the government members of them must perish, for want of sustenance, of hunger.” Points of fact were corroborated by many of those gathered from both observation and personal experience. “They insisted that I should write to you as their agent, immediately, with the request that without delay you would endeavor to procure for them some alleviation of their distress, by representing their conditions hopefully to the commandant of the troops at the Fort and induce him to order on some part of his force to their assistance.” Starvation was imminent. “Without some such immediate protection afforded to them, before their corn is entirely taken from their fields, they say they will not have a grain left and starvation must be the inevitable consequence for they dare not now return to their dwellings, being like wild beasts hunted and driven from them.”26

Other federal agents professed immense skepticism that anything the federal government could do at that point would win over the Native population by 1832. As John Brodnax, a trader, planter, and “Indian countryman,” as the Europeans who lived closely with the Natives were called, declared, “Nothing we can say will be believed” by the Creek people. “They can no longer be persuaded to repose confidence in our promises, nor to entertain a hope of the realization of the prospects we would hold out to them. A melancholy experience of the past has instilled into them the gloom of despair for the future.” Even Crawford’s dramatic actions in Eufaula could not change the culture of profound mistrust among the Creeks. The Indians’ position bordered on the impossible. Yet they knew, and professed, that the best—indeed only—option was to hold out hope for the federal government, which made promises it broke regularly, to defend them. Otherwise, they were left to be ransacked by waves of intruders protected by the Alabama government.27

Rather than bending to the will of the intruders, the War Department chose to redouble its efforts to protect the Creeks. “It is obligatory on the Government to protect the Creek Indians in the enjoyment of their land until their removal,” Secretary
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WINNER OF THE PULITZER PRIZE IN HISTORY

“Important, deeply affecting—and regrettably relevant…. Essential reading for anyone who hopes to understand the unholy union, more than two hundred years strong, between racism and the rabid loathing of government…. White men did all this in Barbour County, by design and without relent, and Cowie’s account of their acts is unsparing. His narrative is immersive; his characters are vividly rendered.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Outstanding and urgent…. A remarkable achievement.”

—New Republic

“Synthesizing brilliant research in fluent prose, and writing with an indignation that’s all the more damning for being understated, Cowie explores the history of Barbour County…. In the uses of freedom, Cowie argues, domination is as central to the American creed as individual liberty and self-government.”

—George Packer, Atlantic

“A convincing case.”

—Eric Foner, London Review of Books

“Gripping and haunting. Cowie’s meticulous accumulation of detail and candid assessments make for distressing yet essential reading. This is history at its most vital.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A powerful history showing that white supremacist ideas of freedom are deeply embedded in American politics.”

—Kirkus

“Jefferson Cowie has a knack for publishing instant classics: books that change historians’ conversations. This is his most extraordinary yet. With eloquence and with brilliance, he delves deep into the annals of a specific place, Barbour County, Alabama, in order to excavate the foundations of America’s darkest and most enduring story: how ‘freedom’ became a national alibi for cruelty, inequity, and reaction. As soon as I finished reading it, I wanted to start over and absorb it all over again.”

—Rick Perlstein, author of Reaganland

“Cowie has given us a deep history of the long war on the federal government—especially when it came to policies advancing class and race equality, of the evolution of white grievance politics, and of a new way of thinking about the psychic structure of American Exceptionalism. With eloquent, precise prose, Cowie clears away the cobwebs to reveal a national malady long in the making.”

—Greg Grandin, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The End of the Myth

“A fascinating book, Freedom’s Dominion takes us to the states’-rights stronghold of Barbour County, Alabama. Barbour was the birthplace of Governor George Wallace, whose infamous defense of segregation described integration as tyranny, segregation as freedom, and equal access to the ballot as a threat to individual rights. Wallace’s views illustrate the confounding interdependence of ideas about freedom and oppression in American politics—as does Barbour County’s long history of state-building rooted in antiblack violence, white supremacist rule, and Indian land dispossession. Freedom’s Dominion offers a searing account of that history that leaves one wondering whether American freedom can ever be disentangled from the causes it has supported.”

—Mia Bay, author of Traveling Black

“Freedom’s Dominion covers centuries of American history in Eufaula, Alabama, from the violence of settler colonialism through the ascent of arch-segregationist George Wallace, the region’s most famous native son. Cowie is interested in how people in power—almost always white men—used claims of freedom to dominate and enslave others, and how they articulated domination as resistance to a tyrannical federal government. This history has urgent implications for how we understand white supremacist and anti-government politics today.”

—Kathleen Belew, author of Bring the War Home

“Cowie’s Freedom’s Dominion is a magisterial narrative history of white grievance politics. Cowie reveals the origins of these often hypocritical and confounding perspectives in which those who stole, enslaved, and segregated would themselves claim to be victims of federal overreach even as they oppressed so many others. Cowie’s terrific book explains the Southern roots of that racialized ideology and reveals how one of the most influential segregationist rhetoricians of the 1960s helped repackage this powerful form of regional white-identity politics for the rest of the nation.”

—William Sturkey, author of Hattiesburg
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