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					As many of your readers will perhaps be somewhat surprised to learn that we have Alabama regiments enrolled under the true flag…let me say a few words in behalf of the gallant First Alabama, for it has seldom, if ever, received credit for its valuable services…

					It is needless for me to speak of the intelligence and patriotism of this patriotic body of Alabamians, for their severe denunciation of the rebellion and McClellanism is the best proof of that, but their stainless military record, I deemed worthy of more than passing notice. All honor to the First Alabama Cavalry, and may their lives be spared to reap the rich reward of their unadulterated loyalty.

					—New-York Daily Tribune,   as reprinted in the Sacramento (CA) Daily Union,   December 28, 1864

				

			

		

	
		
		
			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			The individuals I’ve listed below point to the complicated subtexts or mysterious omissions in conventional Civil War histories. Some are familiar names, while others are virtually unknown, their roles surviving in isolated footnotes that give few clues as to the blank or blurry spaces in the war’s vast mosaic of unsuspected connections.

			
				The Battlefield: Unionists

				
					Charles Christopher Sheats (1839–1904). As Alabama’s 1861 secession convention approached, the victory of Chris Sheats—an obscure twenty-one-year-old schoolteacher—in the Winston County delegate election over a Pennsylvania-born slave owner showed the strength of anti-war sentiment in the mountains of north Alabama. Jailed repeatedly for refusing to join the seventy-six-member majority in signing the ordinance of secession, Sheats would become a hero in the Free State of Winston. While on the run, he sparked the clandestine movement that led to the founding of the First Alabama Cavalry, U.S.A.

					Probate Judge Tom Pink Curtis (1829–1864). Winston County’s most influential Unionist politician. Confederate officials hoped his assassination would end the hill country rebellion. It had the opposite effect.

					William Bauch Looney (1829–Disappeared 1870). A leading recruiter for the First Alabama. He owned Looney’s Tavern, where Chris Sheats delivered the address that created the “Free State of Winston” slogan.

					Major General Don Carlos Buell, U.S.A. (1818–1898). A slave-owning West Pointer, Buell first proposed to Lincoln’s War Department the idea of swearing the “Alabama volunteers” into their own regiment.

					Major General Grenville M. Dodge, U.S.A. (1831–1916). Dodge was perhaps the most skilled of Lincoln’s “political generals.” He used First Alabama soldiers on spying missions that earned him the title of “Father of Military Intelligence” in the U.S. Army.

					Colonel George E. Spencer, U.S.A. (1836–1893). A New York–born hustler, Spencer left his post as secretary of the Iowa Senate to seek a fortune in contraband cotton in Alabama. As Dodge’s adjutant, he shaped the First Alabama into a celebrated force of fighters and guides that caught Sherman’s eye.

					General William Tecumseh Sherman, U.S.A. (1820–1891) was the charming but ruthless tactician who put the First Alabama out front after convincing Lincoln and Grant that burning Atlanta and capturing Savannah would force the South to surrender.

					General Francis P. Blair, U.S.A. (1821–1875). A political sophisticate, Blair originally accused the First Alabama of excessive violence but awarded them the place of honor in the 1864 victory parade in Savannah.

					Lt. Colonel Andrew Hickenlooper, U.S.A. (1837–1904). Sherman’s mapmaker was escorted by the First Alabama in the dangerous work of probing the Confederate entrenchments in front of Kennesaw Mountain.

					Major Henry Hitchcock, U.S.A. (1829–1902). Born in Mobile to the chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, he served as Sherman’s traveling secretary and in Marching with Sherman left an indispensable account of the First Alabama’s exploits.

					Lieutenant David R. Snelling, U.S.A. (1837–1901) and Lieutenant Francis Tupper, U.S.A. (1839–1899). Raised in Georgia and Illinois respectively, they became Sherman favorites as company commanders of the First Alabama.

					Major General Judson “Kill Cavalry” Kilpatrick, U.S.A. (1836–1881). His five thousand cavalrymen shared spear-point duties with the First Alabama, which saved him from humiliation over his infamous “Shirt-tail Skedaddle.”

				

			

			
				The Battlefield: Confederates

				
					Major General Nathan Bedford Forrest (1821–1877). This butcher of surrendering Black soldiers at the Fort Pillow Massacre was cast as a rebel knight by Lost Cause scholars at Vanderbilt and Sewanee.

					Major General Joseph Wheeler (1836–1906). His Alabama Confederate cavalrymen clashed often with their back-home neighbors in the Atlanta campaign. His plantation-owning parents sent “Fighting Joe” to a Connecticut prep school where he became a lifelong friend of J. P. Morgan.

					Major General Philip Dale Roddey (1826–1897). Known as the “Defender of North Alabama,” Roddey conspired with his Union counterpart, Colonel George E. Spencer of the First Alabama, in selling captured cotton.

					Governor John Gill Shorter (1818–1872) and Governor Thomas H. Watts (1819–1892). Under their hard-war policies, these Alabama governors were responsible for, respectively, the jailing of Chris Sheats and the guerilla murder of Tom Pink Curtis.

					Andrew Kaeiser (1799–1864). A Pennsylvania-born slave owner, he fingered Winston Unionists for Rebel assassination squads and was, in turn, killed by the surviving brothers of Tom Pink Curtis.

				

			

			
				Family

				
					Hiram Howell Raines (1872–1914) and Martha Jane Best Raines (1871–1967). The author’s paternal grandparents, this duo kept alive the story of their pro-Confederate neighbors, “those damn Democrats.”

					Robert Cyle Walker (1881–1972) and Martha Loudella Fell Walker (1888–1990). The author’s maternal grandparents, Robert and “Della” were Winston County Republicans who traced their political lineage to a short-lived biracial populist party known as the Jeffersonian Democrats. Later, Robert held appointments as justice of the peace and postmaster in Alabama’s only Republican county.

					Gradystein Williams Hutchinson (1934–2023). Hutchinson was the Raines family’s Black housekeeper who helped the author navigate Alabama’s racist culture and educational policies. She was one of the rare Black travelers to Winston County in the 1950s. After moving north in 2017 to live with her daughter, she died in New York City on June 23, 2023.

					Wattie Simeon Raines (1907–2002) and Bertha Estelle Walker Raines (1907–2002). The author’s parents, who defied the Dixiecrats in 1948 by voting for the Republican nominee, Thomas Dewey, and who would not allow racist language in their home.

					Rev. W. S. “Sim” Best (1875–1957). Best led the Raines and Best families out of the segregated Southern Methodist Church into the Church of God of Anderson, Indiana, because of its progressive racial views; he helped build the camp-meeting tabernacle where the families attended integrated revival services during the Bull Connor era.

				

			

			
				The Lost Cause Highway

				
					William Archibald Dunning (1857–1922). The leading historian of his era, his Dunning School established Columbia University as a mecca for Confederate apologists who dominated academia for the first half of the twentieth century.

					W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963). Coming face-to-face with Dunning at an American Historical Association gathering in 1909, this pioneering Black scholar debunked Dunning School arguments about racial inferiority, only to see his theories effectively banned from American historiography until the 1960s civil rights movement.

					Walter Lynwood Fleming (1874–1932). Dunning’s star pupil, Fleming ruled the Nashville/Sewanee Axis of Lost Cause scholarship as dean of the Vanderbilt graduate school and guided its conservative Agrarian scholars to a dominant role in southern intellectual life.

					Edward A. Pollard (1832–1872). In 1866, his epic Civil War history gave the Lost Cause movement its name and embedded in the public mind the legend of aristocratic suffering later enshrined in Gone with the Wind.

					William Alexander Percy (1885–1942). As godfather of the Nashville Agrarians, he wrote the urtext of plantation grandiosity, Lanterns on the Levee, and trained his adoptive son Walker Percy as a high-toned chronicler of southern gentility.

					Ken Burns (1953–). His 1990 public-television documentary, The Civil War, was the most influential account of the conflict in modern times. Since criticized as overly kind to the Confederacy, the film gave only fleeting attention to southern Unionists.

					Shelby Foote (1916–2005). In hours of interviews, the folksy southern scholar never mentioned to Burns or the documentarian’s collaborators, Ric Burns and Geoffrey C. Ward, his detailed knowledge of north Alabama as a Unionist hotbed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				INTRODUCTION

				In 1995, an Emory University graduate student, Margaret M. Storey, came to Birmingham to interview my eighty-eight-year-old father. Storey was interested in a Civil War tale my father had heard as a child from a grandfather who fled to the Union lines to avoid the Confederate draft. Storey, a Tennessean, wanted to earn her PhD by exhuming narratives pointedly ignored or distorted by generations of Alabama historians. Over the course of several years, she knit together hundreds of accounts like my father’s into a seminal book, Loyalty and Loss: Alabama’s Unionists in the Civil War and Reconstruction. The book was one of a cluster of revisionist works about the white Alabamians who fought for the Union and were then hidden from history by a cabal of Lost Cause historians founded at Columbia University in New York City. Those books, published between 2004 and 2019, enabled me to complete my seven-decade personal quest for the full story of the First Alabama Cavalry, U.S.A. These soldiers lived what is to me the most amazingly counterintuitive fact in all of Civil War history: White volunteers from the Alabama hills helped Sherman burn Atlanta. They are truly among “the forgotten men of the Civil War,” to use the words of the renowned Lincoln biographer Richard Nelson Current. As nearly as my late father and I could reconstruct the information he gave Storey, his grandfather David H. Best (1848–1926) had traveled with the First Alabama Union Cavalry as a horse tender through the Atlanta campaign, then walked home from South Carolina after Appomattox. I had used scraps of that family lore in a novel, Whiskey Man, published in 1977, which is how Storey and I came to be in touch. I was working in the Washington bureau of The New York Times when Storey contacted me in the course of tracking down clues about the forgotten legacy of Alabama Unionism, and I taped her interview with my father.

				The saga of Alabama Unionism had been hard to reconstruct for a good reason. The First Alabama Union Cavalry was overlooked by mainstream historians for a century and a half. It appears, so far as I can tell, in none of the bestselling popular books on the Civil War. The regiment, which ought to be famous for its role in General William Tecumseh Sherman’s “March to the Sea,” was not even mentioned in Ken Burns’s landmark PBS documentary The Civil War, broadcast to national acclaim in 1990. I got on the trail of the First Alabama story in 1961, but I did not exhume it from the official archives. That was the work of professional historians, whose work will be credited in full. This book is about how the history of these Alabama Unionists was purposely buried by Lost Cause scholars inspired by one of the most famous historians produced by Columbia University in New York City, William Archibald Dunning (1857–1922). His “Dunning School” ruled the world of Civil War scholarship until the revisionist revolt triggered by the 1960s civil rights movement. Not until 2019 did Columbia unveil a website apologizing for the “white supremacist historiography.” This book will show how Dunning used the American Historical Association to repress the truthful interpretations of the pioneering Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois. It will also show how Dunning’s star pupil, Alabama-born Walter Lynwood Fleming (1874–1932), and their friends in the Alabama Department of Archives and History (ADAH) conspired to disappear the First Alabama from the historical record. More broadly, this is a book that explores a truism now accepted throughout the scholarly world. History is not what happened. It is what gets written down in an imperfect, often underhanded process dominated by self-interested political, economic, and cultural authorities. That is why government archives, military records, and libraries are so essential to the revisionist process. Mining them is the only sure way to overcome partisan slant in the written accounts. As Dee Brown, a trained librarian who became a bestselling historian, has said: “The librarians know the secrets, not the historians.” But Alabama shows us what happens when those official librarians, the archivists, and state university historians are complicit in ignoring or disappearing historical documents, especially in regard to Alabamians without money or status, whatever their skin color. That is the situation that prevailed, almost monolithically, in my native state until the 1970s and has been significantly altered only in the last twenty-five years.

				The remarkable success of this academic cover-up cannot be understood without examining what historians have labeled the “Myth of the Lost Cause.” During two important epochs of American life—the Gilded Age of 1870 to 1900 and the Southern Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s—the Lost Cause mythmakers succeeded in a remarkable feat of propaganda. They upended the Civil War narrative and stood it on its head. The war was not a heroic crusade to abolish slavery; instead, it became a tragic story of undeserved suffering inflicted on a noble, if misguided, class of southern aristocrats on their plantations and the dashing knights of the Rebel army. The epic feat of disinformation reached its apex in Gone with the Wind, the 1939 film that probably remains the greatest single influence on the national imagination of a conflict that took 620,000 lives. Through powerful agents at universities in Tennessee and Alabama, William Archibald Dunning, a friend of Teddy Roosevelt’s and Woodrow Wilson’s and a lion of Manhattan society, provided the underpinnings of the Lost Cause movement. But its inventor was a figure of much less exalted pedigree, the curmudgeonly Confederate general whom Robert E. Lee called “my bad old man,” Jubal A. Early (1816–1894). This crabbed figure, operating from a man-cave apartment in Lexington, Virginia, accomplished one of the great public-relations triumphs of all time. He transformed Lee from a traitor in danger of being hung into a patriotic hero admitted to the Hall of Fame for Great Americans in the Bronx on an equal footing with Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln.[*]

				The principal Alabamians involved in burying the legacy of the First Alabama Cavalry, U.S.A. were Dunning’s friend and Alabama host Thomas McAdory Owen (1866–1920) and his widow, Marie Bankhead Owen (1869–1958), who succeeded him as director of the Alabama Department of Archives and History in 1920. I must be one of the few living Alabamians who, as a child, stood before “Miss Marie” in her “Hall of Flags,” the exhibition space of the alabaster building she raised in Montgomery using New Deal funds wheedled from her father’s political ally, President Franklin D. Roosevelt. It was 1953, during her halcyon days as the doyenne of Confederate nostalgia in the “Cradle of the Confederacy.” To my ten-year-old eyes she looked a great deal like Queen Victoria, and I remember her pointing out bullet holes in the flags “our boys” carried in battle. But that was not the event that pointed me toward my quest for the true story of Winston County as the home of the First Alabama Cavalry. My first clue came from Martha Jane Best Raines (1873–1967). She was the daughter of Dave Best, the boy who ran away to join the Yankees.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* In 2017, the governor of New York ordered the removal of Lee’s bust along with that of Major General Stonewall Jackson, C.S.A., who was also aggrandized by pro-Confederate historians.
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				The shaded counties in mountainous north Alabama provided volunteers for an estimated 75 percent of the First Alabama Cavalry, U.S.A. roster of 2,066. With the exception of Winston County, the exact numbers for most counties can’t be determined because of variations in military records as to the enlistees’ places of birth, residences, and enlistment. However, census reviews by reliable historians demonstrate that the Free State of Winston was the most fertile area for Union recruiters, providing 239 Union soldiers. A similar review of the 1860 census showed that the Union stronghold next door in Walker County provided an estimated 150 volunteers. See the endnote on this page for details.
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				Twenty-two counties lying mostly between present-day Birmingham and the Tennessee line had dominant or significant anti-Confederate voting populations that opposed Secession. This was a mountainous region of rough terrain and small farms, whose owners could not afford to buy the slaves needed for large-scale cotton agriculture. Having no economic stake in slavery, they resisted fighting to preserve the “peculiar institution” and sent more than 3,000 residents into the Union army. The flatter lands south of present-day Tuscaloosa and Montgomery contained the vast plantations of the Black Belt and coastal plain, where most of the state’s 435,000 slaves lived. This area produced the militant Confederate officials who directed military and guerilla operations against the “disloyal” counties of the north Alabama mountains.
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			1

			What Happened to Me at Ma ’n’ Ada’s

			I was born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1943, when it was America’s most segregated city. The process by which I came not to believe what most white children of my era were taught about race and the Civil War was a haphazard affair. As a small child I became fascinated with all things rural and ancient, largely as a consequence of visiting my grandparents’ farm in Alabama’s poorest county, a throwback redoubt of Appalachian folkways called the “Free State of Winston.” It was so nicknamed because anti-Secession farmers in the hill country made a legendary attempt to withdraw from Alabama when the state left the Union in 1861. In 1951, Esther Garrett, a tiny, ferociously flamboyant teacher who called herself “Mama Tadpole,” introduced me and the other “Tadpoles” to a glorified version of Alabama history, including the legend of the yellowhammer, our state bird. The black speckles on its tawny breast represented the bullet holes inflicted on Confederate soldiers by the Yankees, Mrs. Garrett explained. The red band on the bird’s neck stood for the blood Alabama boys shed for the southern cause, the yellow on its wings for the flashy scarves the soldiers wore on parade. The imagery was intended to school us in that crude, defiant, fatalistic sangfroid much admired in the Heart of Dixie then and now. Paradoxically, she also taught us to affect a high-toned accent for singing the state song. In the chorus, “Alabama, Alabama, we will aye be true to thee,” we called our state “ah-la-BAH-ma,” the posh enunciation to show we didn’t talk like hillbillies.

			The next school year, I fell under the tutelage of the more reserved Telulah Rose Love, a stately matron who was in charge of the school library and presided over the reading list on which our report-card marks were based. Miss Love doted on me and my two older siblings as brighter-than-average kids. I was shaken when I laid my list in front of her and she noted with sadness and surprise that I had read only one book in six weeks. It was Mark Twain’s difficult miscegenation novel, Pudd’nhead Wilson, a didactic condemnation of prejudice based on skin color. To this day I’m amazed that it found its way into a Birmingham public school’s library, given that the state and city boards of education strictly policed our reading materials for signs of excessive sympathy for “Negroes,” “Communists,” or our enemy in the War Between the States. I had plowed through a text that was far beyond my understanding, never quite sure of why one infant was considered Black and another was white. I’m pretty sure Miss Love didn’t know what the book was about either. She just wasn’t going to give an E for “excellent” to a slacker who could finish only one book a month.

			Miss Love’s mother was an Owen, and she provided our entrée to the famous woman in Montgomery, the legendary Miss Marie, the widow of Thomas McAdory Owen. Until his untimely death at the age of fifty-three, Tom Owen was a leading figure nationally in higher education. Despite its backwardness in so many fields, Alabama was the first state to establish a state archive to preserve official papers, and as its founder, Dr. Owen hobnobbed with the nation’s top scholars at American Historical Association conventions in Manhattan and New Orleans. He had also been the national historian-general of the Sons of Confederate Veterans and an energetic promoter of the Lost Cause school of Civil War scholarship among American historians. Newly widowed in 1920, Miss Marie used her political connections to secure what she called her “meal ticket.” Since Marie Bankhead Owen’s father was a longtime senator from Alabama, and her brother William B. Bankhead was the Speaker of the House of Representatives, FDR had given her a New Deal grant to construct the archives building as an imposing alabaster shrine to her late husband. She was named only a week after his death to succeed her husband as director of the Alabama Department of Archives and History.

			She reigned there for over three decades as the guardian of his memory and administrator of the gleaming museum of all things touching on the Old South and Confederate glory. Her tigerish reputation among legislators arose from the fact that, in her officerships in the Daughters of the American Revolution, the United Daughters of the Confederacy, the Alabama Library Association, and the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, she could flood the halls of the capitol with women supporting any cause she considered sufficiently genteel and conservative. Thanks to the Owen connection, Miss Love was able to lead my fourth-grade class on a field trip to the archives. I remember that Miss Marie radiated the certitude of power and virtue as my classmates and I clustered around her in the high-ceilinged Hall of Flags while she explained the holiness of the bullet holes in the large Rebel battle flag framed on the wall behind her.

			Childhood memory is wavery in some spots and crystal clear in others. My mental image of Miss Marie on that long-ago day in Montgomery is of the latter type. She looked to me like pictures I’d seen of Queen Victoria. But I think I must have garbled some of the lore we heard that day about the flag mounted on the wall behind her. For years, I believed Miss Marie had told us this was the flag of truce under which Lee surrendered at Appomattox. But it turned out that the actual fabric surrendered that time was a white dinner napkin carried by Captain Thomas Goode Jones, a Bourbon Democrat and future governor who helped get white supremacy written into Alabama’s 1901 constitution. In looking back, I’ve speculated that Miss Marie may have mentioned that Governor Jones was the father of one of her Montgomery courtiers, a judge and a part-time journalist named Walter B. Jones. The judge, an eccentric who devoted his Sunday newspaper column to Confederate boasting and the defense of segregation, had his fifteen minutes of national fame in 1964. As presiding judge in the landmark libel case Times v. Sullivan, he lectured lawyers for my future newspaper on the uses of “white man’s justice” in dealing with “racial agitators.” Judge Jones also took pen in hand in 1934 to condemn a bestselling book entitled Stars Fell on Alabama, whose foreword thanked Marie Bankhead Owen by name.

			All these names will recur in my narrative, and I mention them here by way of observing that Alabama is somewhat similar to Flannery O’Connor’s Georgia; there everything that rises must converge. The late Alabama folklorist Kathryn Tucker Windham said Alabama is “one big front porch,” and life on that porch is more horizontal; everything circles, overlaps, and sooner or later seems to connect. In his 1934 review of Stars Fell on Alabama, the book that taught me to see Alabama in its magisterial perversity, the influential New Yorker critic Clifton Fadiman dismissively referred to “the native tribes of Alabama,” but it was among these presumed primitives that my subversive reflections and my education as a contrarian began. And it’s hard to imagine a better family for an inquisitive child to be born to than mine.

			Reconstructing my political education at the family hearth is like following a trail of crumbs that can be traced more clearly now than was the case in the beginning, the presidential election year of 1948. On November 2 of that year, I stood at the top of the porch steps of my grandmother’s house, a five-year-old watching my parents climb from our maroon Chrysler sedan and start up the sidewalk. They were dressed as if for church or business. My father, a partner with his two brothers in a decade-old business that made store fixtures for the A&P grocery chain, then spreading across Alabama, held aloft two fingers and called out to me and my two sitters, my grandmother and my maiden aunt Ada, “Two for Dewey.”

			I had no way of knowing how much his words told about Alabama and our family. In political terms, forty-one-year-old Wattie Simeon Raines and his wife, Bertha Estelle Walker Raines, also forty-one, were returning to the family fold by voting for the Republican presidential nominee, Thomas E. Dewey, who would lose to FDR by a landslide. As struggling newlyweds living in small-town Alabama they bolted to the Democrats and voted for FDR in 1932 and in the next two elections. By 1948, with their family of five ensconced in the modern bungalow they built in 1937 in a rising neighborhood in Birmingham, they were city folk who could afford to become Republicans—again. Only a demographer with a good grasp of Alabama’s Civil War history could have understood that the Raines and Walker families were, as hereditary white Republicans, rara avises in the corrupt Alabama political jungle ruled by yellow dog Democrats.

			It was impossible for Alabamians to vote for President Harry S. Truman in Alabama in 1948, because his party’s position on the ballot had been assigned to Dixiecrats, the southern Democrats who rebelled against their party’s civil rights plank and in a rump convention at the Birmingham Municipal Auditorium in July of that year nominated Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina for the presidency. Thurmond won Alabama with almost 80 percent of the vote. Only one of Alabama’s sixty-seven counties, the aforementioned Free State of Winston, where my mother was born in 1907, delivered a majority for Dewey, a landslide 64 percent (1,588 votes) to 35 percent (865 votes) for Thurmond. The adjoining county to the south, Walker County, where my father was born in the same year, delivered almost a third of its vote for Dewey.

			In both counties, this vestigial Republicanism was a reminder that the Alabama hill country north of Birmingham had been a holdout from the secessionist fever that swept Alabama in 1860. With his shout of “Two for Dewey,” my father was assuring his mother that he was returning to the party of her early-dying husband, Hiram Howell Raines (1872–1914), the hero of our family lore for whom I was named, somewhat inexactly as it turned out. Just how inexactly, I was not to discover until my seventy-sixth year, in the research for this book. The mutability of the name I carry—indeed, the byline under which I filed thousands of stories in a thirty-nine-year newspaper career—is a slender thread in the tapestry of life in an up-country South that is far more complex than the monolithic Rebel-crazed South of William Faulkner and Margaret Mitchell. “Two for Dewey” not only summed up my parents’ presidential preference. It also reflected their lifelong practice of always voting against racist white Democrats on the Alabama ballot or—to be more accurate in regard to gubernatorial and congressional races in a one-party state—of always voting for the least racist white Democrat.

			If the first clue in my political education was delivered in the presence of my parents and my sternly devout grandmother Martha Jane Best Raines (1871–1967), the second was delivered by my grandmother to an audience of one. We were sitting under the elm tree in her backyard on a white porch swing detached from its chains and propped on blocks to make a kind of bench in the small parklike space between her house and the chicken house where I sometimes gathered eggs with my aunt Ada. The two of them had been moved into town by my father and his two brothers, but they had not given up their country ways easily. Ada was a quilter and could still cook, upon demand, squirrel and dumplings or high-domed biscuits of ethereal lightness. My father went to his grave believing that Aunt Ada’s biscuit recipe was one of the lost secrets of a vanished world, like the embalming techniques of the pharaohs or the stained-glass formulas at Chartres. For her part, my grandmother still subscribed to the Jasper Mountain Eagle, the folksy newspaper that announced her marriage in 1894. Her four worshipful sons and their closely watched wives, the resentful targets of her unsolicited advice on housekeeping and childrearing, all called her “Ma” in recognition of her status as a mountain matriarch. The term seemed countrified to me and my siblings, and we called her “Grandma” unless referring to the little compound where she reigned as part of the reliable babysitting unit of “Ma ’n’ Ada.” Most of the baby-minding fell to sweet-natured Ada, and Ma Raines kept a kind of regal distance from her eight grandchildren, except for me. A rawboned woman of monumental ugliness and legendary strength, she had embraced widowhood at forty-two and never let it go.

			I was the apple of her eye and not just because I was the last born. I was the only one named for her husband. Several others had Howell as the middle name, but only I carried the full patronymic consisting of both my grandfather’s given names, Howell and the archaic-sounding Hiram.

			My naming illustrated the sociological drama of urbanization as it played out in Birmingham after the founding of the Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company in 1852 and its takeover by U.S. Steel in 1901. Thousands of white and Black families streamed in from the countryside to meet the manpower needs of the paradigmatic New South industrial city, the “Pittsburgh of the South.” As a child, I quickly learned that most of those families placed a high premium on not seeming countrified. Among Black people, Roosevelt was preferable to Willie as a given name. Among whites, frontier names like Israel or Eli fell out of favor. My father told me how he squared the city/country circle when it came to my naming in a family meeting a few weeks before my birth. He quoted himself as saying to my mother, “Y’all are not going to like this, but I want to name him after my father.” The trade-off he offered was the reversal of names of the man buried at Curry, Alabama, under the tombstone reading:

			
				H. H. Raines

				1872–1914

				Asleep In Jesus

			

			I know exactly what it says because the tombstone has become my albatross. When Grandma Raines died in 1967 and was buried beside her husband, who had died forty-three years earlier, a new tombstone with both their names was installed above the adjoining graves. My father, for reasons never fully discussed between us, put the original grave marker in his basement. When he died, in 2002, I had the tombstone shipped to my garage in Pennsylvania. I found suitable homes for his old tools among the Amish, but I can’t figure out how to dispose of the tombstone, an heirloom remarkable only for its oddness. I’ve thought of sinking it, with appropriate ceremony, in the clear flow of the Delaware River near our house in the Poconos, or in the Gulf of Mexico offshore from our winter retreat in Fairhope, Alabama. But I can’t shake the feeling that some kind of a curse might descend on me for severing its connection to the Alabama hills or to me, the last H. H. Raines to exist (unless some yet unborn great-grandchild gets saddled with both Howell and Hiram). Howell became the name I was known by, on the basis of my siblings’ conviction that it was less countrified than Hiram. It has made a serviceable byline, although I admit having, under the influence of F. Scott Fitzgerald, a brief flirtation with writing as H. Hiram Raines.

			What I want to convey is that I felt since earliest childhood a kind of mysterious bond or burden having to do with my name and the man who had it before me. I don’t compare it with the spooky kinship Elvis allegedly felt with his stillborn twin, Aaron. Rather, the name became associated in my little-boy mind with a halcyon time that I had missed, with days of legend when our sprawling tribe lived “up in the country.” We are not, I hasten to add, suspicious mountaineers of the Hollywood stereotype, yet there was a bit of the “granny woman” about my grandmother. I was shaped, prematurely I think, by her ancient persona (and by a parallel pioneer narrative, on my mother’s side, of whiskey brewed from the cold, clear-running waters in misty mountain hollows by her rapscallion grandfather, though I was older when I first heard about the whiskey). When I was five, I developed warts on one of my hands. Sitting on the propped-up swing under the elm tree, Grandma Raines told me she could make them disappear.

			She directed me to bring her a small stick for each of the two warts. She rubbed the warts with them. She handed them back to me and told me to name them and then dig a hole and bury them. “As soon as you forget where they are buried, the warts will go away,” she said. I think I named them Ned and Ted, but I’m not certain. I am certain, however, that I could go directly to the place where I scratched out a hole for the interments. Nonetheless, the warts disappeared, never to return. Her instructions for animal trapping were less efficacious. Many an hour I stalked blue jays in her yard, confident that I could catch them if only I got close enough to “sprinkle salt on their tails.” Her formula for squirrel catching was more detailed but equally hopeless. I propped a box on a stick under her pecan tree, tied fifty feet of string to the stick, baited the area with nuts, and waited. Our hunting area was marked with small mounds of throwing stones, stacked by her in ragged pyramids of ammunition for throwing at a large, impudent fox terrier that liked to poop on the mowed lawn. Well into her eighties, she would run from the house hoping to get a clean shot at the fleeing beast.

			Grandma was a strange old woman, spoiled to a level of queenly pickiness by her adult sons and the long-suffering Ada, who was paid as a live-in minder by the sons’ businesses. All families made obligatory Yuletide afternoon pilgrimages to Ma ’n’ Ada’s house with its tiny tabletop Christmas tree. Ada put large cheap thumb-sized chocolates in cut-glass bowls. My father brought Grandma the King Leo candy canes she’d favored when they lived on the farm at the start of the century and the boys counted oranges as fine Christmas gifts. I doubt the Raineses were ever really that poor, but they all stuck to the story of the gift oranges and cedar boughs and holly brought in from the woods for decoration. During this and more routine visitations, Ma sat in lace-collared long-sleeved dresses (which she also wore in every photo ever taken). I have never told anyone of the conversation that passed between us that has made all the difference in my life. This event, my baptism into the mysterious hillbilly rivalries of Civil War days, took place around the time of the burial of Ned and Ted. Grandma Raines was telling stories about life “up in the country” at our spot under the elm. One day, she told me, she and her husband had been walking down the dirt road that ran through their four-forties of farmland. She pronounced his name more like “Hal” than “Howell.” Her version, which sounded like “HIGH-el,” was another of her ruralisms, like “arn” (iron) or “dreckley” (straightaway). As she recalled, she and her husband spied a neighbor coming toward them on the road. Before the man was in earshot, “High-el” said, “Oh shit, here comes one of those damn Democrats.”

			Oddly, I do not recall feeling shocked, although I had never heard my parents or any of my grandparents swear or use slang any more forceful than “drot,” a mild oath probably descended, like “drat” and “doggone,” from “God rot them.” Linguistically, such terms are called “minced oaths,” meaning words that are altered to make them less objectionable, as in the substitution of “shoot” for “shit.” If I was not scandalized by her scatological usage—she did not say “shoot”—I was certainly astonished, or else I would not have remembered the moment for over seventy years. I think my takeaway must have been that Democrats were simply the other. Such was my introduction by my saintly grandmother to a profane and violent world of north Alabama partisanship that dated back to the Civil War.
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			The Centrality of Gradystein Williams Hutchinson

			For most of my childhood, the clues to our family identity were few, hard to come by, and randomly acquired. For example, my father’s affection for Tennessee hams led to car trips across Alabama’s northern border to small towns where hickory-smoked, salt-cured, year-old hams could be found in a few specialized grocery and hardware stores. I fell in love with Tennessee because of its abundance of historical markers. They convinced me that little of consequence had happened in Alabama, which had so few. On one foray, we visited the Hermitage, and I came away with a heroic view of Andrew Jackson, an envy of Tennessee as a stage of large romantic dramas, and a budding conviction that life in Birmingham was small and stale. I was on to something, seeing threads that would one day—someday, not far away—braid themselves into a radical view of Alabama’s past far different from the version being taught at school.

			But my parents were of little help on the details. They were busy citizens of the least nostalgic of major southern cities. While Lost Cause romanticism was a civic neurosis in Atlanta, New Orleans, and Montgomery, Birmingham did not even exist until 1872. It was founded by local iron makers and Yankee speculators who turned an indifferent eye to history and celebrated the Magic City’s fortuitous location atop the three materials needed to fire a New South blast furnace: iron ore, coal, and limestone. By the time I was exposed to the propagandistic version of Civil War history mandated by Alabama law, Birmingham was already shaping my political consciousness in a peculiarly irreverent way, a juvenile predisposition no doubt predestined by Grandma Raines’s profanity.

			I can still picture the primary-grade classroom where around 1950 I first heard the theory that Robert E. Lee was to be admired for choosing loyalty to his native Virginia over his duty to the United States. I distinctly remember thinking that my Alabama, or any single state, seemed a piddling thing compared to the nation that had just defeated Germany and Japan. My reaction to a teacher’s comment that Lee’s brilliance was such that his military techniques were still studied at West Point was similarly dyspeptic. Why? I asked myself. He lost.

			I benefited from Birmingham being a New South island in an Old South state. I never saw in my own home or those of any Alabama relatives a portrait of Lee or Stonewall or Jeff Davis, nor any artwork depicting the Rebel battle flag or other Confederate iconography. Indeed, in addition to Lost Cause propaganda, we were taught at school to honor Lincoln, sing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” and recite the Gettysburg Address, perhaps a split-the-difference concession to the overweening influence of northern money in the local economy. Yet you must understand that this straddling of modern and antique energy flows existed in a general atmosphere of police-enforced racial brutality, constant segregationist political speech, and a linguistic blizzard, beyond the front door of our home, of derogatory synonyms for African Americans. Given this atmosphere, the noblest thing I can tell you about my parents is that they insisted that we refer to Black people as “colored.” If the ubiquitous N-word seeped in, we were reprimanded firmly. We were taught to treat with respect Raines Brothers’ Black employees, with whom we had frequent contact. When I was fifteen, the Reverend Louis J. Cunningham, a Black preacher whose main livelihood was hauling away free scrap lumber from the family operation to be resold in his junkyard, told me that my father’s color-blind fairness made him a “prophet” of racial kindness in a sinful city.

			My parents were not rebellious liberals, but they provided an example of Christian humanism that was not limited to whites. Neither did they try to poison me and my siblings against the racial reckoning that became the constant focus of Alabama’s public discourse following the 1954 Supreme Court school decision and the success of the 1955 bus boycott in Montgomery. While my parents were the initial positive influence on my racial attitudes, the most decisive event was my mother’s hiring as our weekday housekeeper Gradystein Williams, a sixteen-year-old graduate of all-Black Parker High School, which proved a turning point in my life. I recalled the impact she had on me in a 1991 New York Times Magazine article about the “vanished world” of segregation. “Grady showed up one day at our house at 1409 Fifth Avenue West in Birmingham, and by and by she changed the way I saw the world,” I wrote. “I was seven when she came to iron and clean and cook for $18 a week, and she stayed for seven years. During that time, everyone in our family came to accept what my father called ‘those great long talks’ that occupied Grady and me through many a sleepy Alabama afternoon.”

			Grady told me the Birmingham secrets from which white children were walled off, both the tragic and the trivial. We talked about the teenage boy shot to death in her neighborhood grocery store by the white cop he had sassed. We talked about the tragic truth of Emmett Till; in 1955, she showed me the Jet magazine pictures of the boy’s battered corpse at his open-casket funeral in Chicago. She also told me about the less gruesome aspects of Black life in Birmingham: the unlicensed neighborhood bars called “blind tigers,” the Bobby “Blue” Bland concerts she sneaked into at the Madison Night Spot, the extremely light-skinned Black girl who bought tickets to the whites-only Alabama Theater as a joke on the system, the beautiful classmate who never lived down dumping Willie Mays in high school because he had no future.

			Grady’s influence on me was magnified by the fact that my siblings had both left for college by the time I was eight. When I asked her years later what was her first impression of me, she said without hesitation, “You were lonely.” My parents gave her the room to fill the open space in my life. I can’t think of another household in Birmingham that would have allowed it. Of course, I didn’t go around boasting that the two of us had become subversive secret-sharers about the absurdities of segregation. But that permissive atmosphere had something to do with the fact that we were hill people come to town—that we were from north Alabama, with its fealty to the New Deal, the Tennessee Valley Authority, and Yankee landlords, not the Black Belt with its ghostly oligarchy of Rebel worshipers.

			The early 1950s were good to all the Raineses, and my father decided in 1951 that it was time to step up from Oldsmobiles. He ordered my mother a 1952 Cadillac Coupe de Ville. She worried constantly about her parents up in Winston County. My grandfather Robert Cyle Walker was a former postmaster and justice of the peace known in the community as “Judge Walker” or “Uncle Bob.” He was past eighty and my grandmother Martha Loudella Fell Walker was in her seventies when they were obliged to raise the three children of a divorced son. My mother and Grady set out in the Cadillac for a day trip, during which Grady would clean house and prepare a family lunch for the overworked couple. Of course, Grady knew about the “sunset towns” or “sundown towns” in the hill country, where Black travelers were warned with city-limits signs warning them “not to let the sun set on your head in this town.” The stories were often exaggerated through hearsay, but they were accepted as gospel about these segregated municipalities. Cullman, about thirty miles from my grandparents’ farm, was Alabama’s most infamous sunset town. I can’t imagine a Black girl with less gumption agreeing to make the trip—or, for that matter, another white Birmingham matron who would have let Grady ride shotgun in that grand vehicle. (The etiquette of where Black people were allowed to sit in white-owned vehicles was complicated and fraught, to say the least.) It was a road trip that would have challenged the descriptive powers of a Eudora Welty or Flannery O’Connor. Grady liked my Walker grandparents, but in general she viewed country white folks with amused disdain. As Grady approached her eighty-seventh birthday on December 20, 2020, I asked her to tell me yet again about their passage in front of the “liars’ bench” outside the only general store in Arley. “Those men would be sitting down on the storefront,” she recalled. “Miz Raines has just got that big black Cadillac. They came all the way out in the road to look at it, and I was sitting in the front seat. Oh, they looked at me so bad. I told your mother, ‘I’m going to have to get in the back seat when we come home.’ ”

			Their trip was to produce an incident unlike anything I have ever heard in a lifetime of reporting on how white southerners behaved in segregated times. The kitchen in the old country house had a big round table at its center. With the meal on the table, Grady took the chair nearest the stove so she could more easily serve additional portions. At that point a relative entered the room and commented, in rude language, on the sight of a Black person taking lunch at a table with six white people. He refused his seat, and Grady remembered precisely Grandpa Walker’s reply.

			“She cooked this meal for everyone, and she’s going to eat it with us,” my grandfather said. “If you don’t like that, you take your plate and go eat on the porch.” And that’s what happened. Many years later, I would decipher what that incident told about my grandfather’s politics, and that’s what I will relate later in this book. The crucial information I got about his political principles was based on a conversation he and I were to have the next summer. That was in 1953, the momentous year in which I met Miss Marie. I can place it because when I came home from staying with my grandparents for a week of my tenth summer, my father had just installed the first air conditioner at 1409.

			The stares that greeted Grady at the Arley general store and the insult she suffered at my grandparents’ welcoming table point up an anomalous fact of Appalachian life. Unionists in north Alabama and the rest of the mountain South were not abolitionists. Southern mountaineers harbored intense racist feelings, as did other whites of their time, including Sherman, Grant, and, at least early in life, Lincoln himself. But there is a considerable body of commentary suggesting that the Appalachian people were less vociferous in expressing their racism and that the barriers between races were less adamantine than in south Alabama. No one has dealt with this nuance more brilliantly than Imani Perry in South Toward History, winner of the National Book Award in 2022. Sharing citizenship in the nation’s poorest region allowed for a “tenderness” of understanding between Black and white people. Perry, a Black Princeton professor born in Birmingham, wrote that “in a rural place, you have intimacies across the color line as well as borders. There are too few people and too much needing of one another to maintain an always strict color line. It falters.” Could there be a more perfect description of what took place in my grandparents’ kitchen than a “faltering” of segregation?

			In general, these upland southerners shared the attitude of President Andrew Jackson that the Union was too important to be dissolved over slavery, and that no state had a right to withdraw unilaterally. This loyalty to the “Old Flag” dated back to the Revolution and the War of 1812, in both of which many of the earliest settlers had served. For this reason, almost all north Alabamians saw themselves as Jacksonian Democrats, with the exception of Judge Walker, which was the key to what happened in his kitchen so long ago.

			But as I was to discover in the summer of 1953 in what he called his “law library,” Judge Walker began his lifetime journey of political involvement as a different kind of Democrat. Being a Republican was the final destination of that journey, yet it was an earlier way station that made Robert Cyle Walker into the first true populist I ever met, and by “true,” I mean he seemed free of the racism that tainted the populism of Tom Watson, George Wallace, and Donald Trump. Most southerners know what the more enlightened among us learned to admit during the civil rights revolution: that racism is learned behavior taught in the bosom of the family. I was not aware, of course, that I was in the midst of what we now call a teachable moment when Judge Walker led me into a windowless, shelf-lined anteroom behind the fireplace to show me his law books. I would be an old man myself before I understood the full portent of a clue he gave me that day, in the sunset of his life, about a fact that cast a long shadow of influence over his life and my own as well. It’s a story that illustrates how information fragments are essential to any personal search outside the boundaries of “accepted” history. Cultural leaders and elected officials who want to revise facts to their own tastes do not hide their tricks in plain sight. For me, that meant learning that those fragments of recollection are not illusions just because they lack the authority of hard science or official acceptance. Chance revelations like my grandfather’s are specks of reality that reveal their meaning when glued into place in a revisionist mosaic, sometimes far into an unforeseeable future. To say that each state—indeed, each family—has a subterranean narrative does not mean that this parallel reality is nonexistent, just that it’s been interred by the powers that be. As we stood in front of the shelves that held The Code of Alabama and his other treasures, here’s what Judge Walker said about his political origins: “I am a Jeffersonian Democrat.”
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			Saved by Uncle Sim

			There was, however, a form of childhood bigotry from which Grady could not deliver me. When she arrived at 1409, I was in the throes of religious prejudice, and it was only in the writing of this chapter that I have come to grips with it. In the primary grades, I dreaded the day at the start of each semester when we were required to fill in the religion space on our enrollment cards. It embarrassed me profoundly to write “Church of God.” Why, I wondered, did the up-and-coming Raines and Best families belong to a sect with a redneck name? By age eleven, I had learned that before his death in 1914, my namesake, H. H. Raines, had been a pillar of the Curry Methodist Church, and I began writing “Methodist” on every form put in front of me for the rest of my life. My religious preference on my U.S. Army dog tags is “METH,” and “Methodist” is on every job application I ever submitted. Like a Lost Cause propagandist, I tried to erase the Church of God of Anderson, Indiana, from my own history. Ironically, this high-minded sect, which today numbers only about one million members, did as much to save me from indoctrination into white supremacy as my parents and Grady did, but in a way that was much harder to reconstruct and to acknowledge honestly. This crucial buffering from racist influences occurred in a decade when my Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Episcopal schoolmates were taught that God was a segregationist and slavery was a benign institution. But the Church of God’s influence in the turbulent Birmingham of the fifties and sixties was subtle and unadvertised. By today’s standards it was timid, but it made a tremendous difference in my life. It has taken me decades to piece together the backstory of my debt to the pious midwestern denomination of which I was so heartily ashamed. I call it luck that I grew up in benighted Birmingham when I did without being taught that both the Confederacy and segregation had the mandate of heaven. A more spiritual person than I grew up to be might even call it the will of God. All I know is that facts buried in the Church of God archives illuminate an unpublicized chapter of Alabama’s conflict that astonished me and the full details of which I did not learn until the final days of this writing.

			In regard to these influences on my childhood, it is important that I convey subtle distinctions in what we might call the sociopolitical topography of Dixie apartheid. It was like a blanket of ignorance spread unevenly across the South, thicker in some places than others. All white southern churches failed miserably when challenged on the basis of Scripture by Dr. Martin Luther King. But a few individuals and institutions nibbled at the edges of the blanket or lifted a corner here and there to allow a searing beam of light. That is what happened in 1890 when an Illinois-born evangelist began holding integrated revivals in Mississippi. Daniel S. Warner (1842–1895) was beaten by a white mob there, but not before flooding the Unionist counties of the Alabama hill country with missionaries who established in 1895 a Church of God campground at Hartselle in Morgan County, Alabama. As a site of annual revivals in August and December, it was only about forty miles distant from the Raines and Best farms in Walker County.

			Somehow Warner’s belief in integrated worship spread to Grandma Raines’s younger brother, William Simeon Best (1875–1957), who is recorded as a “radical preacher” in extant Church of God archives about the sermons he preached in brush arbor revivals around Jasper in 1918. My older sister, Mary Jo Raines Dean, was born in 1930 and knew our Best relatives better than I, and so she understood that “radical” clearly referred to his racial views. Those proceeded from the Church of God doctrine of applying an unadulterated and inclusive Christian love in all spheres of life. We both believe that Sim Best’s influence accounts for the unusually mild racial attitudes of the people who raised us in the South’s most rigidly segregated big city.

			Only late in my research have I been able to connect some of the dots in his story. As a reporter, I feel sheepish about my tardy focus on the most important clue. My sister and I have a close bond, and we have discussed our family memories countless times. Yet I never asked her before 2020 if she knew why the Reverend W. S. “Sim” Best led our families out of Methodism. “Grandma Raines always told me it had something to do with the way colored people were treated,” she said without hesitation. For all my poring over the design of our family quilt, I had not tugged on that thread. In retrospect, my lack of curiosity about a change in denomination I so abhorred seems almost inexplicable, given my curiosity about other aspects of life “up in the country.” But the fact is I had never sought an explanation, as if my inner child accepted that the humiliation of being identified with the Church of God was one of those traumas best ignored and covered up. Once my eyes were opened, it was obvious that I had to have the full story, and to find it, I turned back to the eve of the Civil War as a documentable starting point. In 1860, our patriarchs James Raines (1790–1883) and John Best (1808–1906) each acquired Alabama homesteads of 180 acres and 240 acres, respectively, only two miles apart in the rugged terrain of Walker County near the Sipsey River. When the Confederate Conscription Act was passed in 1862, some of our kinsmen began “lying out” in the woods to dodge the enrolling officers. Others reluctantly showed up to be drafted. John Best was the only red-hot Confederate in the bunch, or at least that’s how he wanted to be remembered.

			On September 5, 1906, the Jasper Mountain Eagle ran a full-length picture of the old man in a slouch hat and black suit, leaning on a thick staff. His mouth was set in a grim, downturned crescent, and his shadowed eyes were downcast, too, almost as if he were slumbering on his feet. The headline was “Uncle John Best ‘Passes Over the River.’ ” The text read:

			
				John Best, generally called by all who knew him “Uncle John,” died at the home of his son, David Best, near Marylee Monday. As we learn it, he was sitting in a chair when death struck him and passed away without a struggle and apparently without the least pain.

				He was, perhaps the oldest man in the country and doubtless the oldest ex-Confederate soldier in the country, being passed his ninety-seventh year. Had he lived a little over two years longer, he would have been a centenarian. Up to a short time ago he was remarkably well preserved for one of his extreme age. He cared no more for ten or fifteen mile walk than a man of half his age.

				The writer remembers seeing him here in Jasper about a year ago in a wagon driving through the streets. The wagon had a deep bed and “Uncle John” wanted to get out for something. He stopped, put his hand on the side of the wagon bed and hopped out on the ground as nimble as a boy of sixteen.

				He was a member of Camp Hutto, United Confederate Veterans, and delighted to attend the Confederate reunions. He did not attend the last, however, as he began to decline a short while before and continued to gradually grow feebler until the end came. Peace to his ashes.

			

			I discovered that this “Uncle John,” my great-great-grandfather, was fonder of reunions than of soldiering. The arc of his military career tracks the political feelings of his part of Alabama. On December 24, 1860, Alabama’s white male voters elected one hundred delegates—two from each county—to the secession convention scheduled to meet in Montgomery on January 7, 1861. The ordinance they would pass on January 11 over feverish objection from the hill country representatives took Alabama out of the Union. Returns from Walker County showed that about half of John Best’s neighbors wanted to secede and about half wanted to stay a part of the United States. Best enlisted in the Rebel army in March 1862, roughly one month before the impending Confederate Conscription Act would force every man in the hill country aged eighteen to thirty-five to choose one side or the other. We don’t know whether Best was really an eager soldier. We do know he was a lucky one. Nor does he appear an entirely truthful veteran, given his zeal for Confederate reunions and leaping out of wagons. His 28th Alabama Infantry, C.S.A., was stationed initially at Corinth, Mississippi, but its members were not among the six thousand Alabamians thrown into the horrific Battle of Shiloh, just across the Tennessee line, on April 6, 1862. Falling back on Corinth, General P. G. T. Beauregard ordered the surviving Rebels to dig in, and pension records show that Private Best received one of those nonfatal injuries known to soldiers as a “million-dollar wound.” In his 1896 pension application he said he “was hurt while building breast works and has become disabled by old age.” When the pension law was updated in 1899, he stated he was “blind in one eye and just can see in the other [and] not able to go without a guide.” He also said he served until “surrender 1864,” which can be charitably described as an exaggeration.

			His service record shows that because of his injury he was fully discharged on July 5, 1862, after only four months in the ranks. He spent the rest of the war on his farm. In applying for his death benefits in 1906, his widow somewhat apologetically assured Alabama officials that while he “became afflicted with disease and was discharged about the middle of war,” he had “again re-enlisted and served in the Home Guard.” That raises questions that can never be answered about John Best’s role in the guerilla war that swept the hills as Confederate fortunes declined. The Home Guard was tasked with hunting men like my great-grandfather Hiram Raines, men who were “lying out” to avoid conscription. Also, it’s unknown if Best was in the small force of Home Guards that failed to turn back the First Alabama Union cavalrymen who raided Jasper in the late summer of 1864, burned the courthouse, and freed the Winston County Unionists imprisoned there. We do know with certainty what John Best told his son David Best (1848–1926) when the boy neared draft age in the last full year of the war: that he should switch sides.

			I have the story from my father, Wattie Simeon Raines. I taped the account he gave to Margaret Storey, hoping it would someday fit in my historical jigsaw. David Best was Grandma Raines’s father, and my father was nineteen when the old man died. In the summer of David Best’s sixteenth birthday, John Best told him to take to the woods and try to reach the Union forces occupying the Tennessee Valley. “Well, the South was losing,” my father said, “and he knew his time was short, and he went to walking toward Decatur. He knew that boats came up there, and he might have had the idea to get on down the river. But his idea was to get to the north. He was looking for a bunch of Yankee soldiers, and he was going to run to them with his hands up, and that’s what he did.”

			Luckily, the blue-coated horsemen toward whom he ran had already enlisted older Alabamians from his neighborhood. A man in the ranks called his name: “ ‘Hey, Dave, don’t run. Come here.’ They waited for him to come on. It was somebody he knew. They didn’t need any kids, but he could work. He said they were good to him, had good food. They let him help preparing the meals, work with the horses for the officers.” When the war ended in 1865, he walked home from South Carolina, narrowly escaping death in an encounter with disgruntled plantation owners who sicced a big dog on him. He killed the dog with his walking staff and made his escape. (I appropriated the entire episode for my novel Whiskey Man.) I had first heard the story years earlier, and it schooled me further in the fact that our family did not view Confederate loyalty as a virtue.

			Uncle Sim, one of Dave Best’s children, was the eldest of Grandma Raines’s four brothers. Only in recent times have I found documentary evidence linking that brother, known professionally as the Reverend William Simeon Best, to the most notorious racial incident in Church of God history. No book on Alabama history known to me even mentions the dramatic attack on a revival meeting, but it has been meticulously documented at the Robert A. Nicholson Library at Anderson University, the denomination’s college in Indiana. Church of God historians know it as the Hartselle Incident. It occurred about thirty-five miles as the crow flies from the Best farm at Marylee, in the only part of Alabama that persistently experimented with integrated worship services during Reconstruction. In 1871, a New York–born Methodist missionary, Reverend A. S. Lakin, was preaching equality of the races to congregations in Winston, Walker, and
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