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  INTRODUCTION: The Myth of the Monolithic South


In 1819, in Jonesborough, Tennessee—deep in the American South—Elihu Embree began publishing the Manumission Intelligencier, a weekly newspaper devoted to the abolition of slavery. In April 1820, he renamed it The Emancipator and shifted to monthly publication. It was the first newspaper in the United States devoted exclusively to abolishing slavery. Not in Boston. Not in Philadelphia. In the mountains of East Tennessee.
When Embree died suddenly in December 1820, after just eight months of publishing The Emancipator, he left behind evidence that would later become profoundly inconvenient to those constructing a mythology of Southern unity: the South had never been unanimous in its support for slavery. For more than four decades before the Civil War, through the antebellum period and into the conflict itself, substantial portions of the Southern population actively opposed both slavery and secession. Yet by the time Confederate monuments began rising in the 1890s, Embree and the hundreds of thousands like him had been systematically erased from Southern memory—their newspapers suppressed, their votes manipulated, their military service for the Union forgotten, their very existence denied.
This erasure was not accidental. It was essential to the construction of what came to be called the "Lost Cause"—a mythological interpretation of the Civil War that portrayed the South as unified in its support for secession, noble in its defense of states' rights, and defeated only by overwhelming Northern numbers and industrial might. This mythology required that Southern Unionists simply disappear from the historical record. Their existence contradicted every core tenet of the Lost Cause narrative.
When I took our required American history course as a junior in high school in Nashville in the mid-1960s, one of the approved books on our reading list—the book I read—was Gone With the Wind. This was not presented as fiction to be read critically, but as a legitimate historical source for understanding the Civil War era. Margaret Mitchell's romantic vision of the Old South, with its gallant cavaliers and loyal slaves, its noble Lost Cause and its tragic defeat, was considered appropriate educational material for teaching Tennessee students about their own history.
I was born in 1948 and grew up in Nashville during the time of segregation and the beginnings of integration. My white culture looked upon Black people as "other," and certainly not truly Southern. The South, as we were taught to understand it, was a white South—a South of plantation owners and their loyal dependents, of Confederate soldiers defending their homeland, of a civilization tragically destroyed by Northern aggression. The approximately 3.5 million enslaved people who lived in Confederate territory were somehow not really Southern. The hundred thousand white Southerners who fought for the Union were never mentioned at all.
This distorted vision of Southern history did real damage to my generation's education about what actually happened in our region. Our "Gone With the Wind" version of history—taught for generation after generation—was simply wrong. More than wrong, it was a deliberate construction designed to serve specific political and social purposes in the post-war South. It justified segregation, excused treason, and erased the complexity of Southern identity in favor of a monolithic myth.
The truth is that the South was never unified. Not in 1819 when Embree published his abolitionist newspaper. Not in 1861 when secession conventions met. Not during the four years of war. And not in the decades after, when the Lost Cause mythology was being forged. At every stage, there was substantial Southern opposition to slavery, to secession, and to the Confederacy itself. This opposition came from multiple sources and took many forms: political leaders who refused to abandon the Union, ordinary citizens who resisted Confederate authority, enslaved people who fled to Union lines or engaged in acts of resistance, ethnic communities who maintained their anti-slavery principles, guerrilla fighters who waged war against Confederate forces from within, and soldiers who wore Union blue despite being born in Confederate states.
The Myth and Its Consequences
The myth of the monolithic South rests on several interconnected claims, all of which are demonstrably false:
The myth claims that the South was unified in its support for secession. The reality is that secession was deeply controversial throughout the South, opposed by substantial majorities in some regions and pushed through by intimidation and manipulation in others. Tennessee initially rejected secession in February 1861, only voting to leave the Union in June after months of coercion. In East Tennessee alone, 34,023 voters supported preservation of the Union compared to 14,872 for secession—a margin of more than two to one. Similar patterns existed throughout the Appalachian South, in parts of Texas, and in scattered communities across the Confederacy.
The myth claims that secession was a democratic process reflecting the will of the Southern people. The reality is that secession was imposed through a combination of rigged conventions, intimidated voters, and outright violence. Many states never held popular votes on secession at all. Those that did held them under conditions of systematic intimidation, with Union newspapers suppressed, Unionist politicians threatened or driven out, and voters subjected to social and economic pressure to conform. The "democratic" veneer of secession concealed what was actually an authoritarian seizure of power by a slaveholding elite determined to preserve their economic and social system at any cost.
The myth claims that all white Southerners supported the Confederacy. The reality is that approximately 100,000 white Southerners served in Union armies, with regiments raised from every Confederate state except South Carolina. These were not reluctant conscripts or opportunistic deserters, but men who made the dangerous choice to fight for the Union, often fleeing their homes "under cover of night" to enlist, leaving behind families who would face Confederate retaliation. Tens of thousands more resisted Confederate authority through desertion, draft evasion, guerrilla warfare, and various forms of sabotage and non-cooperation.
The myth claims that the South fought for "states' rights" rather than slavery. The reality is that the Confederacy was never about states' rights in any principled sense. The Confederate government suspended habeas corpus, imposed martial law, instituted conscription, confiscated property, and created an internal security apparatus to suppress dissent—all measures that violated the states' rights principles the Confederacy supposedly defended. The "states' rights" argument was rhetorical cover for the defense of slavery, and Confederates abandoned it whenever state sovereignty conflicted with the imperative of maintaining their slave-based social order.
Most fundamentally, the myth claims that "the South" was white. The reality is that approximately 3.5 million enslaved African Americans lived in Confederate territory—nearly 40 percent of the population. To speak of a "unified South" while ignoring or discounting these millions of people is to accept the premise that they were not truly Southern, that their resistance to slavery did not matter, that their eventual service in Union armies (approximately 180,000 African Americans wore Union blue, many of them escaped slaves from Confederate territory) somehow doesn't count in our understanding of Southern identity and Southern choices during the Civil War.
This last erasure is perhaps the most consequential. The myth of the monolithic South assumes that Black Southerners don't count in determining what "the South" thought or wanted or was. It's an assumption that has shaped Southern identity and American racial politics for more than 150 years. We share a common history—Black Southerners and white Southerners—but we still don't fully recognize or understand it. The Civil War was as much their history as it was anyone's, and their opposition to the Confederacy was as authentically Southern as anyone's support for it.
Why Erasure Was Necessary
The Lost Cause mythology required the erasure of Southern Unionists and Black resistance for a simple reason: their existence destroyed the narrative. If the South was never unified, then secession was not an expression of popular will but an act of elite manipulation. If substantial numbers of white Southerners fought for the Union, then Confederate military service was not the only honorable choice. If enslaved people resisted and fled by the hundreds of thousands, then the myth of "loyal slaves" defending their masters collapsed. If the Confederacy had to employ violence and authoritarianism to maintain control over its own population, then the "war for independence" becomes instead a story of internal suppression and eventual civil war.
The machinery of erasure was systematic and effective. The United Daughters of the Confederacy controlled textbook selection in Southern schools for decades. Confederate monuments rose in courthouse squares throughout the South, while memorials to Union soldiers from Southern states remained rare or non-existent. State histories were rewritten to minimize or ignore Unionist sentiment and Black resistance. Families of Union soldiers from Confederate states often kept their ancestors' service secret to avoid social ostracism. The result was that by the mid-twentieth century, when I was growing up in Nashville, even people living in historically Unionist regions had forgotten their own heritage.
What This Book Will Show
This book tells the story that the Lost Cause mythology worked so hard to erase. It examines Southern opposition to the Confederacy from multiple perspectives: the deep roots of anti-slavery sentiment in regions where slavery never gained economic dominance, the suppression of dissent in the years immediately before the war, the political leaders who maintained their Union loyalty despite enormous pressure, the ordinary citizens—Black and white—who resisted Confederate authority in myriad ways, the guerrilla fighters and Union soldiers who took up arms against the Confederacy, the internal security crisis that diverted Confederate resources to controlling their own population, and finally, the systematic erasure of this history in service of Lost Cause mythology.
The story is organized chronologically and thematically, beginning with the deep roots of Southern Unionism (Elihu Embree's 1819 newspaper was not an isolated incident but part of a tradition), moving through the intensifying suppression of dissent in the 1850s and early 1861, examining the various forms of resistance during the war itself, analyzing the Confederate repression that this resistance provoked, and concluding with an examination of how and why this history was erased from popular memory.
Throughout, the book makes a fundamental argument: the South was never monolithic. It was and is a region of profound diversity—geographic, economic, racial, and ideological. The myth of the unified South was a political construction designed to serve post-war purposes, not a historical reality. Recovering the actual complexity of Southern identity and Southern choices during the Civil War is not just a matter of historical accuracy; it's essential for understanding the South today and the nation's ongoing struggles with the legacy of slavery and the Civil War.
This volume is part of a larger series examining Civil War history from perspectives that challenge Lost Cause mythology. Unconditional Failure examines Confederate military leadership through the lens of the Fort Donelson campaign, demonstrating that Confederate defeats often resulted from command incompetence rather than material disadvantages. The Unbroken Oath tells the story of Southern military officers who maintained their Union loyalty despite their states' secession. Together, these volumes present a more complete and accurate picture of the Civil War era than the romanticized mythology that dominated for so long.
The task of recovering this history is not about condemning the South or celebrating Northern virtue. It's about recognizing the complexity of human choice under difficult circumstances, acknowledging the courage of those who resisted powerful social pressure, and understanding that "Southern" identity has always encompassed far more diversity than the Lost Cause mythology would admit. The hundreds of thousands of Southern Unionists—Black and white—deserve to have their stories told. Their choices mattered. Their service counted. They were, and are, just as Southern as anyone else.






  
  Chapter one
The Tightening Grip


The death of Elihu Embree in December 1820 marked more than the loss of one man—it symbolized the beginning of a long retreat for Southern anti-slavery voices. For forty years, that retreat would continue, slowly at first, then with increasing speed and violence in the decade before secession. By 1861, when Confederate forces would occupy East Tennessee and suppress the last major Unionist newspaper, the transformation would be complete: open opposition to slavery had been driven underground or driven out of the South entirely. 
This chapter traces that forty-year suppression, focusing on the accelerating repression of the 1850s. It examines the Southern abolitionists who were forced into exile, the systematic silencing of anti-slavery newspapers, the violence visited upon those who spoke against slavery, and the machinery of intimidation that made dissent increasingly dangerous. By the eve of secession, the South had created an authoritarian climate in which questioning slavery or opposing secession could mean loss of livelihood, physical assault, or worse.
The Legacy of Early Opposition
Embree's Manumission Intelligencier and The Emancipator had not appeared in a vacuum. They emerged from communities in the Appalachian South where slavery had never gained the economic dominance it achieved in the plantation regions. In East Tennessee, western North Carolina, and parts of Kentucky and Virginia, small farms worked primarily by family labor created a different economic and social structure. These were regions of yeoman farmers, not plantation aristocrats, and many residents viewed slavery as economically harmful to white workers and morally problematic.
The Tennessee Manumission Society, founded in 1814, had hundreds of members across East Tennessee by the 1820s. Similar organizations existed in other border and mountain regions. These early anti-slavery societies were gradualist in approach, advocating for the eventual end of slavery through legal means rather than immediate abolition. They published newspapers, held meetings, and participated openly in civic life.
But even this moderate opposition faced increasing hostility as the 1820s and 1830s progressed. The Nat Turner rebellion in Virginia in 1831 sent shockwaves through the slaveholding South, creating a climate of paranoia about any criticism of slavery. What had been tolerated as eccentric but harmless opinion increasingly came to be seen as dangerous agitation that threatened the entire social order. The space for open anti-slavery sentiment began to close.
Exiles from the South: The Grimké Sisters
The story of Sarah and Angelina Grimké illuminates how thoroughly the South would purge itself of anti-slavery voices. Born in 1792 and 1805 respectively into one of Charleston's wealthiest slaveholding families, the sisters grew up surrounded by the brutal realities of slavery. Their father, Judge John Faucheraud Grimké, owned numerous slaves and a substantial plantation. Yet witnessing the system's cruelties firsthand—including seeing enslaved children scarred by whippings—planted seeds of doubt that would eventually flower into active opposition.
Sarah left South Carolina first in 1821, moving to Philadelphia and joining the city's Quaker community. Angelina followed in 1829, also converting to Quakerism. Their departure was not simply geographic relocation but exile from their family, their society, and their homeland. As Angelina would later write, she stood before audiences as "a southerner, exiled from the land of my birth by the sound of the lash and the piteous cry of the slave."
In 1835, Angelina wrote a letter to William Lloyd Garrison expressing support for abolition. Garrison published it in The Liberator, catapulting her into public prominence. In 1836, she published An Appeal to the Christian Women of the Southern States, addressing her former friends and neighbors in South Carolina and urging them to speak out against slavery.
The response was immediate and harsh. The city's postmaster publicly burned copies of the pamphlet. Charleston police warned the Grimkés' mother that if Angelina ever returned to Charleston, she would be arrested and imprisoned. The message was clear: Southern women—even from prominent families—who opposed slavery had no place in Southern society.
The Grimké sisters went on to become pioneering figures in both the abolition and women's rights movements. They were among the first American women to speak publicly to mixed audiences of men and women, and on February 21, 1838, Angelina became the first woman to address a legislative body when she testified before the Massachusetts state legislature. But they could never return home. The price of their principles was permanent exile from the South.
Their case demonstrated a crucial pattern: by the 1830s, opposition to slavery required leaving the South. The Grimkés were not alone in this forced exodus.
The Fighting Emancipationist: Cassius Marcellus Clay
Cassius Marcellus Clay of Kentucky presented a different but equally instructive case. Born in 1810 into one of Kentucky's wealthiest slaveholding families—his father owned a massive estate called White Hall—Clay seemed destined for a conventional life in the planter aristocracy. Instead, he became one of the South's most prominent and controversial emancipationists.
The transformation began at Yale College in 1832, when Clay heard William Lloyd Garrison speak. Garrison's arguments struck Clay "as water is to a thirsty wayfarer." After returning to Kentucky, Clay gradually moved toward emancipation. In 1844, he freed a portion of his slaves at an estimated financial loss of $40,000, and paid them wages to continue working at White Hall.
Clay's emancipationism differed from the Grimkés' moral absolutism. His opposition to slavery rested primarily on its negative effects on white workers and Kentucky's economic development rather than on sympathy for the enslaved. He advocated gradual rather than immediate abolition. Yet even this moderate position made him a marked man in Kentucky.
In 1845, Clay founded The True American, an anti-slavery newspaper in Lexington, Kentucky. Knowing he would face violent opposition, Clay prepared for war. He fortified his printing office with sheet iron to make it fireproof, installed two cannons beside the door, and armed himself with pistols and his signature Bowie knife. "I furnished my office with Mexican lances, and a limited number of guns," he wrote in his memoir.
His precautions proved necessary. Within a month, he received death threats. A mob of approximately 60 men broke into his office and seized his printing equipment. Clay was forced to move the publication to Cincinnati, Ohio, though he continued to reside in Kentucky. The True American could not survive in a slave state, even with armed defenders.
Clay's life became a series of violent confrontations. During a political debate in 1843, political enforcer Sam Brown shot Clay in the chest—but the bullet struck Clay's silver-tipped Bowie knife sheath, saving his life. Clay proceeded to attack Brown with the knife, cutting off his nose and one of his eyes, and possibly an ear. In 1849, while making a speech for abolition, Clay was attacked by the six Turner brothers, sons of a pro-slavery politician, who beat, stabbed, and tried to shoot him. Clay fought off all six with his knife, killing Cyrus Turner in the melee.
These attacks were not random violence but systematic attempts to silence anti-slavery advocacy through intimidation and murder. Clay survived because he was willing and able to meet violence with violence, and because his wealth and political connections provided some protection. Ordinary citizens who opposed slavery lacked these advantages.
Clay went on to help found the Republican Party in Kentucky, befriend Abraham Lincoln, and serve as U.S. minister to Russia during the Civil War. But his experience demonstrated that even a wealthy, politically connected man from a prominent family could not safely advocate emancipation in the slave South without constant armed self-defense.
Other Voices Driven Out
The Grimkés and Clay were the most prominent Southern abolitionists forced into exile or silence, but they were not alone. James G. Birney, born in Kentucky to a slaveholding family, freed his slaves and became an abolitionist in the 1830s. He attempted to publish an anti-slavery newspaper in Kentucky but faced such violent opposition that he moved to Ohio in 1835. He later became twice the Liberty Party's presidential candidate.
John Fee, a Kentucky minister who founded Berea College in 1855 as an integrated institution, faced constant threats and mob violence. Cassius Clay donated land for the college, but Fee was eventually driven from Kentucky in 1859 and could not return until after the Civil War.
These cases illustrate a common pattern: by the 1840s and 1850s, Southerners who actively opposed slavery faced a choice between silence and exile. The middle ground—open dissent while remaining in the South—had effectively disappeared. Those who chose to speak out were systematically driven from the region through social ostracism, economic pressure, and physical violence.
The 1850s: Repression Intensifies
The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 and the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854 marked the beginning of the final crackdown on Southern dissent. These laws represented the slaveholding South's determination to expand and protect the institution of slavery at any cost. They also triggered a corresponding intensification of efforts to silence opposition within the South itself.
Newspapers that had tolerated moderate criticism of slavery now faced closure or takeover. Editors who questioned slavery found themselves subject to mob action. In 1835, a Charleston mob had raided the city's post office and burned incoming abolitionist literature. By the 1850s, such actions had become routine throughout the South. Mail suspected of containing anti-slavery material was seized and destroyed. Booksellers were warned against carrying works that questioned slavery. Libraries were purged of offensive volumes.
Teachers and ministers who expressed doubts about slavery lost their positions. Northern-born residents came under particular suspicion and faced pressure to prove their loyalty to Southern institutions or leave. Committees of Public Safety—essentially vigilante groups with semi-official status—monitored communities for signs of disloyalty to slavery. These committees had the power to investigate, interrogate, and effectively banish individuals deemed threats to the social order.
The economic tools of suppression proved as effective as violence. Businesses owned by suspected Unionists faced boycotts. Professional men who questioned slavery found their clients deserting them. Newspapers that relied on advertising revenue learned that anti-slavery sentiment meant financial ruin. The message was clear: opposition to slavery carried not just physical danger but economic destruction.
Loyalty oaths became increasingly common, requiring public profession of support for slavery and Southern institutions. Those who refused faced social ostracism and worse. The South was creating a climate in which conformity was enforced through multiple overlapping systems of control: legal, social, economic, and violent.
The Last Holdout: William G. "Parson" Brownlow
By 1860, only a handful of openly Unionist newspapers remained in the South. The most prominent was the Knoxville Whig, edited by William Gannaway Brownlow, a Methodist circuit preacher turned journalist. "Parson" Brownlow, as he was known, represented the last major voice of public Unionist sentiment in the South.
[image: ]
Brownlow was no moderate. His editorials defending the Union and criticizing secession were fierce, personal, and inflammatory. He attacked secessionists with the same ferocity they directed at Unionists, earning him a devoted following in East Tennessee and bitter enemies throughout the rest of the state. As Tennessee moved toward secession in early 1861, the Knoxville Whig became a lightning rod for conflict.
Brownlow's defense of the Union made him a marked man. Confederate sympathizers threatened his life, burned him in effigy, and organized boycotts of his newspaper. After Tennessee's secession in June 1861, Confederate authorities viewed Brownlow as a dangerous subversive. In December 1861, following the burning of railroad bridges by East Tennessee Unionists in November, Confederate forces arrested Brownlow and charged him with treason.
Brownlow's imprisonment became a cause célèbre in the North. After several weeks of confinement, during which his health deteriorated and he witnessed the trials and executions of condemned bridge-burners, Confederate authorities decided that Brownlow was more trouble as a martyr than as a prisoner. Released in late December 1861, Brownlow was eventually escorted to Nashville and crossed into Union-controlled territory on March 3, 1862. The Knoxville Whig was suppressed, its presses seized.
Brownlow's expulsion marked the end of open Unionist journalism in Confederate Tennessee. The last major newspaper willing to defend the Union had been silenced by force. What Elihu Embree had begun in 1819—the tradition of openly published anti-slavery and Unionist sentiment in the South—had been systematically destroyed over four decades.
The Machinery of Suppression
By early 1861, the South had perfected a comprehensive system for suppressing dissent:
Legal mechanisms: State legislatures passed laws criminalizing anti-slavery speech and publication. Teaching slaves to read became
The Message to Dissenters
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