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ABSTRACT
IRWIN RUSSELL

By

Donald K. Hanzek

My major purpose is two-fold: to propose a new reading of Irwin
Russell's works based on the premise that he was essentially a satirist;
and to suggest that Russell, rather than being a '"faithful and sympathetic'
delineator of the Southern Negro, actually contributed to the conventional
stereotypes. In support of my theses | have relied heavily on manu-

scripts, letters, and papers in the Maurice Garland Fulton Collection

in Special Collections at the University of Arizona. Principal among
these is a. series of over three-score letters written to a correspondent
in Indiana during his most productive years,

As evidence | have attempted to place Russell in proper historical
perspective. Reconstruction-era Southern whites were aware of Northern
apathy and antipathy toward the Negro; consequently, they created
stereotypes calculated to exploit these emotions. As Russell was in
the mainstream of this movement, it follows that he, too, was hardly
concerned with the accurate portrayal of the freedman. Therefore Russell
depicted the Negro not as he was, but as the South preferred to see him,

| also suggest that Russell was a satirist of no mean ability and
that his natural inclination was toward insight into the foibles of
mankind., Consequently, | adopted the following course:

1. | have examined his letters and noted his marked preference for,

and knowledge of, the old satirists.






2. | have defined satire by assimilating the commonly held tenets
of noted critics in this genre.

3. | have exemplified each satirical device with an excerpt from
his letters to illustrate his competence and to suggest this
as his customary mode of thought.

L, | have applied these critical dicta to his non-Negro dialect
works to further demonstrate the pervasiveness of the satirical
element.

5. | then applied the same criteria to his Negro dialect poems.
This evidence indicates that Russell was a satirist who employed his
talent to further the stereotyped ''comic Negro.'

This stereotype and two others--the carefree, irresponsible,
naturally inferior Negro, contented with his role, and interested in
neither freedom nor equality; and the ''faithful'' retainer, loyal to
"Massa'' even after Emancipation--were then uncovered as appearing in
the works of selected twentieth century writers. Consequently the
enduring quality of these stereotypes may be perceived.

The inescapable conclusion is that Russell was a satirist; that
he used his satire to ridicule the Negro; and that he created stereo-

types which influenced the Northern mind for at least half of a

century., | do not, then, dispute either Russell's influence or position

in American letters; indeed, | contend that as an artist, he has been
slighted., But | cannot agree that Irwin Russell was the '‘faithful"

delineator of the American Negro in the South,
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INTRODUCT I ON

I have deviated from the customary reading of Irwin Russell's works
as accurately depicting the Southern Negro during Reconstruction. | have
instead adhered to W. E. B. Dubois' dictum and examined them '‘as though

Negroes were ordinary human beings.''" Consequently, | have suggested a

new reading based on the premise that he was a gifted satirist and that,
rather than being the "'faithful'' delineator of the Negro, he contributed
to s tereotypes which prevailed well into the twentieth century.

In advancing this interpretation, | have relied extensively on

previously inaccessible material in the Maurice Garland Fulton Collection

in Special Collections at the University of Arizona Library. Among the
most important papers are Professor Fulton's typescript copies of letters
written by Russell to a lady in Indiana (For the provenance of these
letters, see Appendix A). This correspondence, evolving from an adver-
tisement which Russell had placed in the Cincinnati Enquirer, consists

of sixty-three letters and one post-card and encompasses more than three
years , from August 25, 1875, to December 22, 1878.

The letters range over a broad spectrum of topics, including
religion, politics, philosophy, current events, local affairs, literature,
and the Negro problem. They are especially valuable as Russell had
evidently fallen into the habit of confiding in his unseen correspondent,

for many of the letters are extremely personal, Moreover, on several

occasions Russell explicitly confessed this tendency. In a letter






dated March 23, 1878, Russell wrote: ''I tell you a great many things
that 1 never think of mentioning to others, . . . | have got to regarding
you as my one friend." Later (July 27, 1878), he declared: ''| know that
| have no friend to whom | talk as | write to you. And | never did have."
Finally (October 28, 1878), he confided: ''Now, | do not ever talk to
people as | write to you. . . . | have insensibly fallen into a way of
making my letters to you expressions of my feelings and thoughts, just
as they come."

From these excerpts it seems reasonable to infer that the letters
reflect his real thoughts on a variety of subjects; consequently, they

are invaluable to a study of Russell.






Chapter |
Irwin Russell: Southerner
My! how my fame rings out in every zone--
A thousand critics shouting--'"He's unknown.'
Ambrose Bierce
I

Irwin Russell, a Mississippi poet during the Reconstruction, is
a relatively unknown figure in the North. In the South, however, he
has been singularly honored. The State of Mississippi distinguished
him by having his the first marble bust of a literary figure to be
placed in the Mississippi Hall of Fame. Moreover, the State
accentuated the tribute by the official proclamation of an '""Irwin
Russell Week.!" And his native townsmen further commemorated the
poet by dedicating two memorials in his honor: a building and a
bridge.1

But Russell's literary stature does not rely upon such obtrusive,
material memorials as these. He has secured a position in literary
history both as an artist of some talent and as an important influence
on more widely known Southern writers. For it was Russell who first
exploited and then popularized a subject and genre which later served
as a nearly inexhaustible fount for Southern writers: the Southern
Negro dialect poem. In these he also exerted an influence on the
Northern mind, imposing impressions of Negro character that would
persist well into the twentieth century and serve the South as well

in its struggle to retain white supremacy.

Maggie Williams Musgrove, '"Proclamation Concerning lrwin
Russell Memorial,'Port Gibson Reveille, LI1l (October 31, 1929), 1.







If, as Paul H. Buck posits, all Southern literature after the
Civil War 'Y"contained a persuasive dogma of defense'' and either
explicitly or implicitly attempted to enlist the readers' sympathies
for the lost cause of the confederacy,2 then Russell's role as pre-
cursor in the school depicting the Southern Negro acquires added
stature. For his facile pen painted many of the stereotyped Negro
character traits which were later to recur in films as well as
literature. The three most important sterotypes are: the heppy-go-
lucky, carefree, irresponsible Negro contented with his lot and secure
in the care and affection of the Southern whites; the faithful
retainer, a myth dear to Southern hearts; and, more importantly, in
a sense previously overlooked by his critics, satiric caricatures of
ignorant, amoral, absurd beings whom no reasonable white Northerner
could possibly consider the equal--intellectually, politically, or
socially--of any Caucasian.

I have referred to Russell as the premier exponent of the
Southern Negro dialect poen; and, for many years, critics attributed
this distinction to the young Mississippian. In 1889 C. Alphonso
Smith noted that Russell's ''priority in the fictional use of Negro
dialect has been frequently emphasized.”3 In 1906 Carl Holliday
praised Russell's use of dialect as a '"bold innovation'' which '‘taught

Southern writers that their 'acres of diamonds' were at home.'

The Road to Reunion: 1865-1900 (Boston, 1947), p. 209.

3 ""The Historical Element in Recent Southern Literature,' Publication
of Mississippi Historical Society, 11 (1899), 9.

A History of Southern Literature (New York, 1906), p. 368.







Alfred Allen Kern in 1916 flatly stated '‘he put the Southern negro
into Southern literature'' and emphasized that it was '"Russell's
distinction to have discovered both a new literary form--the negro
dialect poen--and also a new literary field--the negro--that has
since become the most widely cultivated of all the fields in Southern

literature.”5 As recently as 1933, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in a

feature article displayed in bold type the sub-title: '""Irwin Russell
Was the First American to Use the Negro Dialect in Literary Form.“6

And the December 1939 volume of the Southern Literary Messenger

contained a lengthy article by G. William Nott entitled '""lrwin Russell,
First Dialect Author.'" Even in 1968 the editors of a Southern anthology
recognized Russell as ''the first to realize the literary psssibilities
of the Negro in southern Mississippi.”7 Clearly then Russell has
long enjoyed the reputation of pre-eminence in the use of Southern
Negro dialect in literature.

Despite these accolades, Russell was not the first to utilize the
Negro dialect poen as a mode of literary expression. Sidney Lanier

had already published poems in Negro dialect in Scribner's Monthly

Magazine, Russell's favorite outlet, nearly a year prior to the

appearance of Russell's first effort in January of 1876. And even

Lanier had a predecessor. Thomas Dunn English had published dialect

poems in the '"Bric-a-brac'' section of Scribner's in 1871. Therefore
” > '""Biographical Notes on Irwin Russell,'" Texas Review, Il (1916),
0.
6 . .
The St. Louis Post-Dispatch (January 1, 1933), 7.
7

The Literature of the South, ed. Thomas D. Young et al. (Chicago,
1968) , p. L3%







any adherence to Russell's chronological priority in the field
obviously becomes untenable. Nevertheless, it was Russell's poetry
that occupied a prominent position in Scribner's during the latter
half of the decade. The list of Russell's contributions to this
magazine--not by any means his sole source for publication--is
impressive. Beginning with '""Uncle Cap Interviewed' in January, 1876,

Russell published twenty-eight individual works in the Scribner's

Monthly Magazine in a period spanning less than five years. Every
volume in the collection edition of the magazine from Volume X! to
Volume XX includes at least one piece by Russell. Some contain
several. Volume XVIIl (May - October 1879), for instance, carries
nine contributions by Russell. Although not the first to use the
Southern Negro dialect, Russell was assuredly effective as indicated
by his continued popularity with the Scribner's editors. Perhaps the
best indication of Russell's enduring reputation in the field lies in
each critic's acknowledgement of Russell's status before nominating
a new poet as the innovator of Negro dialect in literature.8
Russell's enduring reputation undoubtedly rests to a great
ex tent on the lavish praise bestowed on him by Joel Chandler Harris
and Thomas Nelson Page. Rarely does any critic omit Harris' eulogy
which prefaced the 1888 collection of Russell's poems. The importance
of this introduction can be readily discerned in its retention by a
later editor, Maurice Garland Fulton, in his 1917 edition, Christmas

Night in the Quarters. In this oft-quoted tribute, Harris distin-

guished Russell as '"among the first--if not the very first--of Southern

Writers to appreciate the literary possibilities of the Negro

See, for example, Buck, The Road to Reunion, p. 20I.







character.'" This is high praise indeed from the creator of Uncle

Remus .

Page added even more luster to Russell's reputation. He dedicated

his and Armistead Gordon's volume Befo'de War: Echoes in Negro Dialect

to I rwin Russell ''who awoke the first echo." And in ""The One Mourner,'
one of Page's Negro spokesmen laments the death of ''Marse Irwin'' who:

. . .couldn'!' a' talked so nachal

'Bout niggers in sorrow and joy,

Widdouten he had a black mammy

To sing to him 'long ez a boy.
In addition, Page directly acknowledged his indebtedness to Russell.
Maur i ce Fulton quotes Page: 'Personally | owe much to him. It was
the 1ight of his genius shining through his dialect poems,--then and
still first,--that led my feet in the direction | have tried to
fol1ow."9 As the volume by Page and Gordon appeared in the same year,
1888, as that of the first collection of Russell's poems, one may of
Course, suspect some sentimental exaggeration in such an effusive
acknowledgement. However, many similarities between the two
Southerners do exist. The broad correspondence in the use of dialect,
the emphasis on the Negro, and the monologue for character revelation
are obvious. Volume XIll (November 1876 - April 1877) of Scribner's
MX: for instance, carries a short poem by Page, ''Uncle Gabe's
White Folks,'" which bears a remarkable resemblance to one by Russell
in Volume X1 (November 1875 - April 1876) of the same magazine.

E Maurice Garland Fulton, ed. "lrwin Russell,'" Christmas Night in

the Quarters and @ther Poems by Irwin Russell (New York, 1917), p. Xiv.
Hereafter cited as Christmas Night in the Quarters.







Technically, both are dramatic monologues with nearly identical
openings: an aged faithful retainer's commonplace observations on
his personal well-being. Thematically, both ring a nostalgic note
for the ''ole days,'"' although the sentiment is much more pervasive in
Page than Russell, Finally, both poems emphasize the Negro's religious
ben t. The poems, of course, also contain numerous dissimilarities
wh i ch reflect the individual temperaments of the authors. Russell's
characteristically whimsical tone permeates his poem while Page's
cus tomarily sentimental view shades his.
Thus have two of the South's premier writers of Negro dialect
1 i terature attributed precedence and personal indebtedness to Irwin
Russell. Russell's importance can also be inferred from his perennial
inclusion in various Southern literature anthologies. Even on a
pPopular level Russell remains attractive to the Southern mind. For
in 1954 Dietz Press of Richmond, Virginia, advertised a monograph,

Christmas Night in the Quarters, the ''great Southern classic,'" as the

ideal Christmas gift. Perhaps Professor Kern, in an unpublished

article, best assessed Russell's stature: '""a knowledge of the importance

of Irwin Russell in the development of Southern literature is as

Necessary to him who would thoroughly understand that literature as

is a knowledge of Anglo-Saxon to him who would thoroughly understand

English grammar."10

One should not infer from the above that the Negro did not appear
in Southern literature prior to 1870. However,his appearance had

10
Maurice Garland Fulton Collection in the University of Arizona
Library (Tucson), Box 8, Folder L. Hereafter cited as the Fulton
Collection. No part of this collection may be reproduced in any form
Without written permission from the University of Arizona.







been limited and always in a minor role. Edgar Allan Poe's '"The Golc
Bug'' provides an appropriate example, for Russell admired Poe ''as our
gre atest writer, beyond doubt."11 In this tale Jupiter, the manumitt
se rvant of Legrand, serves principally as a form of comic relief, anc
in essence, exemplifies Forster's definition of a 'flat'' character.
A1 though he has also a dramatic and a technical function--character
rewvelation and the performance of menial tasks, he is summarily
dismissed from the last pages which include the denouement.

Even in his minor role, Jupiter reveals the persistence of the
Negro stereotype in the Southern mind. For he exhibits many of the
same characteristics later displayed by Russell's Negroes. He is
superstitious--afraid of the '"berry hebby bug'" which might cause the
1imb to break, although the wood is sound enough to bear ''de weight «
one nigger.'" He is ignorant--his inability to distinguish left from
right results in added suspense and labor; indeed, the last major
reference to Jupiter remarks his ignorance. He is utterly devoted tc
'"Massa Will'"' and "could be induced, neither by threats nor by violenc
to leave Legrand. Even his speech bears many similarities to Russel]
use of dialect. Jupiter's speeches are replete with double negatives
mispronunciations, lack of agreement, apharaersis, faulty use of case
especially with personal pronouns, and malapropisms. That Russell h:

read Poe's tale can be readily proven. In a letter to his cousin,

H ""Letters to a Lady in Indiana,' Part Il of the unpublished

Mississippi Sketches and Letters, ed. Maurice G. Fulton in the Fultor
Collection, Box 7, Folder 2, Letter No. 27. Further references to
this correspondence are from the same source and will be parenthetic:
Cited by letter number only.







Clara Russell, he berated Poe's old pirate for being '"'rather silly,
to use a cipher that was so simple and so easily |'ead.”12

Obviously then Southern literature before 1870 did include
Negroes, but, as with Poe, usually in a minor t:apacity.13 Therefore
Wi 1 1iam Malone Baskervill's judgment remains essentially correct: "in
the racy, humorous writings of Longstreet, Thompson, Meek, and others
. < . the negro is conspicuous for his absence."m

As documented above, Russell's reputation of primacy and
inf luence owes a great deal to the words of Harris and Page. These
two Southerners have also been responsible for the major trend in
cri tical interpretation of the young poet's works. Nearly all of his
critics have followed their lead in adjudging him a faithful and
symp athetic delineator of the Negro. Baskervill quoted both Harris

and P age at length.'5 Fulton retained Harris' preface and further

rei te rated Harris' judgment in his own introduction to Christmas Night

in the Quarters, stressing Russell's '"faithful and sincere delineation

16

of Ne gro character." W. L. Weber remarked Russell's '"'true picture

of Negro life!' and also cited Harris and Page.17 A. Smith echoed

1
2 Fulton Collection, Box 8, Folder 1.

1
. 3 For a brief survey, see Sterling Brown, The Negro in American
m and Negro Poetry and Drama (New York, 1969), pp. 5-15.

14 Southern Writers: Biographical and Critical Studies (Nashville,
1902), 7,73

15 Baskervill, p. 18.

16 Christmas Night in the Quarters, p. xiv.

17 "Irwin Russell: First Fruits of the Southern Romantic Movement,''
Publications of Mississippi Historical Society, Il (1889), 20.







Harv is while emphasizing Russell's historical role in perpetuating ''the
peculiar life of a people' in a Southern literature which was ''to
become a true reproduction of Southern conditions.“18 James Wilson
Webb, in an unpublished thesis, stressed Russell's ''unusually realistic
and detailed'" portrayal of Negro character.19 And even more recently,
Mrs . L. D. S. Harrell noted that Russell was ''peculiarly fitted to
pre sent the Mississippi Negro of the 1870's with fidelity and
synu:athy.”zo Neither these critics, nor any others, have ewer
deviated from this consistent interpretation of Russell's works as
nearly photographic representations of the Reconstruction Negro.
Perhaps the redundacy of this scholarship can be best perceived in
two major reviews of Russell's collected works. Reviewers separated
by a thirty-years! time interval both began their articles in
precisely the same manner, quoting J. C. Harris: 'l do not know where
could be found to-day a happier or more perfect representation of
Negro Character.“21
Il
Despite the almost universal acceptance of Harris' judgment,

self-admittedly ''the opinion of an uncritical mind,”22 | believe the

18 smith, Publ. Miss. Hist. Soc., 11, 9.

19 '"New Biographical Material, Criticism, and Uncollected Writings
lrwin Russell" (University of North Carolina, 1940, p. 71.

20 up Bibliography of Irwin Russell with a Biographical Sketch,"
Jdournal of Mississippi History, VIl (1946), 3.

21 eviews: Irwin Russell's Poems,' The Critic, X (October 27,
1880), 200; and

of

"Review,'" The Sewanee Review Quarterly, xxvi (1918), 124,

22 Christmas Night in the Quarters, p. X.
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critics have erred. | submit the following as the bases for my
contention: first, nearly all of the Russell critics present a limited
perspective, essentially a Southern point of view. Northern critics
usually mention Russell only briefly, if at all. Van Wyck Brooks
serves as representative example. He accedes that Russell demonstrated
the value of the Negro as literary material but limits his critical
opinion to commenting that Russell was ''rather overpraised."23 Signi-
ficantly, Brooks does not characterize Russell's Negro portraits as
either accurate or sympathetic. Second, while they almost unanimously
place Russell in the forefront of Southern literature, ''a true
reproduction of Southern conditions,' they fail to consider the
necessary corollary to this assessment: Russell was also in the
mainstream of Southern thought. Certainly Southern thought in the
1870's exhibited a far greater interest in keeping the Negro "in his
place' than it did in his sympathetic portrayal. Few Southern writers
deviated from this current of Southern thought. One who did, George
Washington Cable, found it expedient to remove from Louisiana to

Massachusetts.zu

Third, Russell was a satirist. Northrop Frye has
remarked: ''The use an age makes of satire depends on its own problems.”25
As the South's major problem was the Negro question, it seems logical to

assume that Russell would devote his talent to the issue.

23 The Times of Melville and Whitman (New York, 1947), p. 363.

24 Rayford W. Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The
Nadir, 1877-1901 (New York, 1954), p. 163.

25 1The Nature of Satire," Satire: Theory and Practice, eds.
Charles A. Allen and George D. Stephens (Belmont, California, 1962) ,
p' 29.
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The Southern genesis of Russell criticism requires little
verification. Joel Chandler Harris of Georgia and Virginia's Thomas
Nelson Page have attained notable positions among the highest rank of
Southern writers. Maurice Garland Fulton has an impressive Southern
heritage: his father, Robert B. Fulton, served as Chancellor of the
University of Mississippi, and his maternal grandfather, Landon C.
Garland, was the first to hold the identical position at Vanderbilt
University. C. Alphonso Smith, born in North Carolina, was for many
years the Edgar Allan Poe Professor of English at the University of
Virginia; and William Lander Weber, also born in North Carolina, the
Bishop George F. Pierce Professor of English at Emory College and
later president of Centenary College of Louisiana. Many of the con-
tributors to Russell scholarship are of local origin. Mrs. L.D.S.
Harrell, a research assistant at the Department of Archives and History
in Jackson, Mississippi, is a former resident of Russell's birthplace,
Port Gibson. James W. Webb taught in Port Gibson. And Mrs. Maggie
Musgrove, a prolific writer about Russell's life, also resided in Port
Gibson.

Russell, despite his important contribution to literature, remains
a local figure. Therefore, one could expect the criticism of his works
to be parochial in nature. And, as noted above, it is. Unfortunately
this Southern bias does not argue well for an objective evaluation of
his poetry.

| must also note that the characteristic tone of Russell criticism
became established in the decades surrounding the turn of the century.
This period's significance lies in the mass of anti-Negro literature,

which, perhaps, reached the epitome in Thomas Dixon's_The Leopard's
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spots (1903). The vehemence of the anti-Negro sentiment during the

per i od caused C. Vann Woodward to characterize--or stigmatize--the era

as tTthe crest of ra<:ism.26 Within a year of Dixon's novel Baskervill

inc 1 uded Russell in his volume on Southern writers. James Webb has
noted the importance of this article, calling it '""|probably the best

cri t ical study made of the poet."27 A. C. Smith's historically

ori en ted commentary was published in 1899, and his judgment remained

bas T cally unchanged in a later contribution to the Cambridge History

of American Literature.

Kern wrote articles in 1907, 1916, and 1917,

all  retaining essentially the same thesis. And W. Lander Weber's essay

plac ing Russell in the forefront of the Southern romantic movement

appeared in 1899,

I do not suggest that these men were racists, although Harris had
Wri t ten some ''venomous'' racist material in the Atlanta Constitution.28

One critic, Theodore L. Gross, has also suggested that ''an implicit

rac ist note'" exists in all of Page's writings.29 | do contend, however,

that their cultural heritage precluded an objective analysis of

Russell's work.

While the critics have placed Russell in the vanguard of a
17 terature which accurately depicted the South, they have failed to

'®mark that he was also in the mainstream of Southern thought. And in

26

C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, 2nd ed.
(New vyork, 1966), p. 7h.

27 Webb, unpubl, thesis (University of North Carolina, 1940),
P 190.

Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, p. 94.

29 '"The Negro in the Literature of the Reconstruction,' Images of
the Negro in American Literature, eds. Seymour L. Gross and John E.
Hardy (chicago, 1966), p. 71.

;———_
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the early 1870's, the South, as a whole, rarely evinced any preoccupa-
tior Tfor the '"sincere and faithful'' delineation of the Freedman.

Rat her, as Claude G. Bowers has noted, it wanted primarily a

res toration of normal conditions."30 For this the following were
pate rntly necessary: the overthrow of the Reconstruction government;
the removal of the Federal occupation troops who helped maintain the
gove rnment in office; and, above all else, the right to determine on

a local basis the role of the Negro in the new South. On this last
poin t the South remained adamant: there would be no social

equality
for the Negro.

The South's justification--or lack of it--for abhorring and
unde rmining the Reconstruction government remains outside the purview
of this study. However, a brief consideration of the more recent
scho Tarship on the period may prove enlightening as it reveals the
Peérs istence of commonly held attitudes in the Southern mind. Southern
€ritics and historians half a century after Russell's death displayed
the same bias and complaints of their predecessors: the Republican
administration was corrupt, the Negro legislators were ignorant, and
the entire regime verged on the farcical.

An extremely influential Southern historian, Claude G. Bowers,
Provides an outstanding example. Bowers' Southern bias was so
PFonounced that W. E. B. Dubois assailed his The Tragic Era as ''a

classic example of historical propoganda."31 In this particular

30 The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln (Cambridge, Mass.,
1929) , 5. 55,

31

Black Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a History of
the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct
Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York, 1935), p. 721.

;
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vo 1 ume Bowers mocked the ignorance of black delegates to various state
con s titutional conventions, ridiculed a South Carolina Negro legislator
for his “'many=-syllabled words, ludicrously misplaced,' emphasized the
ove r € cupidity of Negro legislators, cited a description of the

Llou i s fiana Senate as a ''monkey-house'' where ''coal-blacks speak
incoherently,' and specifically scored Governor Alcorn's Mississippi
leg i s Tature on its number of illiterate ex-slaves.32 Yet Vernon L.
Wha r ton, another Southerner, has defended the record of this very

legi s lature as a vindication of the South's classic claim for slavery

as an educational institution. Moreover, Wharton has acknowledged the

inte 1 ligence and competence of the Negro delegates to the Mississippi
Cons titutional (Zonvention.33 As one can readily discern from the above
commentary, however, even the objective Wharton could not refrain from
attenmpting at least a partial defense of the South's peculiar

ins titution. Nevertheless, Wharton's overall assessment generally
€Oncurs with that of Edward King's made on a Southern tour in 1874,
King, speaking of Negroes in the Mississippi Legislature, noted that

"Mone of those immediately attached to the government at Jackson are

il"Capab]e,“ although he did concede the Legislature '"Now and then''

COntained ignorant Negroes .31*

32 Bowers, The Tragic Era, pp. 216-217, 354-356, 36k,

14633 The Negro in Mississippi, 1865-1890 (New York, 1965), pp. 275,

- 156.
3% Radical Mississippi," Reconstruction in the South,1865-1877:
%"‘it Hand Accounts of the American Southland After the Civil War
or

b
therners and Southerners, ed. Harvey Wish (New York, 1965) ,—F)_T%’-l
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One should not interpret the above as implying that no ignorant

or <corrupt Negro politicians held office during Reconstruction. Such

a conclusion would be patently absurd--probably about politicians in

any  legislature at any time. Obviously Negro policicians of

que s t ionable character and competence did exist; however, the emphasis

on their ignorance and venality presents a badly distorted picture

and detracts from the achievements of intelligent and dedicated Negroes

of urquestioned integrity.

Nor should one conclude that all such biased accounts emanated

from the South. Northern apologists for the Reconstruction governments

have revealed the same propensity for perversion on the obverse side

of the political coin. Briefly, as one could anticipate, they minimize

the corruption and ignorance of the various state legislatures and
emphasize the positive achievements, such as expanded suffrage and
free public education.3 Essentially, however, the major impetus in

interpretation of Reconstruction has come from predominantly Southern-

Or iented writers. Until recently Dubois' rather caustic observation

held a great deal of truth: '"the South is determined to rewrite the

history of slavery and the North is not interested in history but in
weal th.”36

One may readily perceive from the brief discussion above that the

term tmainstream of Southern thought'' is not a mere cliché. Twentieth

céntury Southern thought bears a markedly noticeable resemblance to

that of the 1870's., VYears after Redemption Southerners were still

35 Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the Making of America (New York,
1964L) | b, 136. - - —

36

Black Reconstruction, p. 723.
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be r & t ing the Reconstruction governments. A propos to this, C. Vann

woo dward has remarked that ''thirty years or more since the reign of

the < arpetbagger . . . the legend of Reconstruction was revived,

ref u rbished, and relived by the propagandists. . Symbols and

parap hernalia of the Redemption drameé were patched up and donned by

twen t ieth-century wearers."37 The durability of attitudes encompassed

in th is phrase is indeed remarkable.

I rwin Russell's position lies precisely within this current of

Southern attitudes. He vehemently detested the Reconstruction

gove rnment of Mississippi. His correspondence abounds with satirical

commentary on Republicanism. As this topic will be developed in some

deta il in a subsequent chapter, a few examples should suffice here.

In one letter (Letter No. 6) he mildly enjoined his correspondent to

come South as a missionary for 'We need missionaries, but have enough

c@rpet-baggers to supply foreign markets. We are shipping numbers."

In  another (Letter No. 23) he stipulated an American's first duty as
the necessity of being a good Democrat, and emphatically asserted '"If
the se conditions (being a good Democrat) were fully met, | would

Cl"'eer'fully vote for the devil, if he should 'run' in opposition to the

inf amous Republican party." |In a third letter (Letter No. 26) he

Voiced a violent antipathy toward Reconstruction government which

Probably reflects the contemporary view extremely well. This succinct,

bitter impression of the era by a Southerner who lived in it warrants

Quotation of some length. Russell stated emphatically:

3
7 The Strange Career of Jim Crow, pp. 85-86.
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For years, we have borne a worse slavery than was felt by the
negroes. We have been plundered, insulted, abused, and
tyrannized over by ignorant savages, and the vilest of the
white race, who led them; we have had to undergo wrongs that
were never before inflicted upon humanity; we have lived in
subjection to the most degraded set of scoundrels on earth,
with no security to life or property, and no redress for the
injuries that were daily put upon us; and have all the while
been slandered and misrepresented foully by such cowardly
villains as Morton. . . . The North has had no sympathy nor
humanity, and has shown none. . . . We have re-established hone
in our government, and it shall stay at all hazards.

The references to ignorance, incompetence, and corruption unmistakab

place Russell in the popular current of Southern thought. It would

seem only logical to assume a Southern bias in his poetry also.

Another source of antagonism during Reconstruction lay in the

presence of Federal troops as occupation forces. One could scarcely

expect the impoverished South, shattered and disillusioned by the lo

of a war fought principally on its own soil, to welcome the victorio

Fede ral troops. And certainly the large numbers of black soldiers

dMong these troops would only make the occupation even more unpalata
The intensity of this understandable antipathy has been well-documen
James W. Garner, a Southerner praised by Dubois as impartial and

Otﬂjeactive,38 especially singled out the Southern animosity toward th

Negro soldiers.39 J. G. Randall quoted an excerpt from Walter F.

Flfinling's Documentary History of Reconstruction which stated the

Presence of Federal saldiers was '"a constant source of irritation to

the |3e0ple.”h0 Again Bowers reveals the intensity and durability of

38 Black Reconstruction, p. 720.
39

Lo

Reconstruction in Mississippi (New York, 1901), p. 105.

The Civil War and Reconstruction (Boston, 1937), p. 68.4.
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Reconstruction's emotional impact on the South. He has provided the

mos t scathing condemnation of the occupation forces. Bowers believed

the Federal government had driven the South to ''the verge of a new

rebe 1 lion by stationing negro troops in the midst of their homes' and
att r i buted the action to ''stupendous ignorance, or brutal malignity."
He continued by scoring the insolence and brutality of ''thousands of

blac ks with muskets and shining bayonets swaggering in jeering fashion

befo re their former masters and mistresses.!" White officers in

command of these troops did not escape Bowers' scorn, for he vilified

them as '"degraded" and as having encouraged the outrageous conduct of

the i r troops.L” The South hardly presents a convivial view of

occupation even after the lapse of several decades.

Certainly the South would probably be unique in history if it had

we 1 comed an occupying army from an essentially hostile power. Russell's

ref lection of the popular Southern attitude may be readily anticipated:

he objected vehemently to the presence of Federal troops in the South.
His Jetters contain several comments which clearly delineate this

antipathy. In one (Letter No. 15) he recorded with rather sardonic

Satisfaction: ''"Through a merciful dispensation of providence, one of

OUr Yankee soldiers shot another, night before last, while drunk.'" In

aNother (Letter No. 23) he attributed Custer's massacre to a scarcity

of fighting men created by the stationing of 'thousands of U.S. soldiers

- in the South, to intimidate the honest people and preserve the

fraudulent Radical ascendance, which troops ought to be on the

frontier." And in a letter dated July 28, 1876, (Letter No. 24) he

stated bluntly: 'We don't like them EJ.S. so]diers] - for the reason
" The Tragic Era, pp. 52-61.

M
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that the military has been the exponent of the hostile, ungenerous

powe I that has treated us shamefully since the war.'

Russell, however, did not single out the Federal troops as

Neg roes. Nor did he vituperate the white officers. In one instance

(Le £ ter No. 28), he actually extolled the local garrison commander's

reac t ion to a complaint registered by W. D. Sprott, a prominent

Miss 1 ssippi Republican. According to Russell, Sprott had objected

that Federal troops were fraternizing with local Democrats to the

exc T usion of Negro society. Upon hearing of this complaint, the local

commander, Captain DeCourcy, sent Sprott '"flying out of his office,

cursed him loudly, and told him he wasn't done with him yet.'" One

would expect Southern glee at such an event. Nevertheless, the

Prep onderance of evidence places Russell's attitude well within the

mainstream of Southern thought that objected to the occupation. After

cons jderation of recurrence, length, and emphasis in Russell's letters,

ONe must undeniably conclude that Russell abhorred the presence of

Federal troops.

Russell also stood firmly with the majority of Southern whites on

the most crucial issue of Reconstruction: the Negro problem. The

South remained unshakeable in its conviction of the Negro's innate

i"'Feriority and the absolute necessity of white supremacy. The much-

be 1 abored concept scarcely requires documentation. John Hope Franklin

Cited Dr. C. S. Cartwright, a physician at the University of Louisiana,
@S ''only one of a number of physicians who set themselves up as

3uthorities on the ethnological inferiority of the Negro.'" According

to Franklin, Dr. Cartwright believed ''the capacities of the Negro

adul t for learning were equal to those of a white infant; and the
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Ne g r o could properly perform certain physiological functions only when
unde r the control of white men."l'*2 Cartwright's view, cited above, was

pub 1 i shed shortly before the Civil War in defense of slavery. Southern

bel1 7 ef of Negro inferiority did not die with military defeat, however.
Nea r 1y four decades after the war, Professor Paul B. Barringer of the

Uniwersity of Virginia stated: ''The Negro race is essentially a race

of peasant farmers and laborers. . As a source of cheap labor for

a warmclimate he is beyond competition; everywhere else he is a
foreordained failure, and as he knows this he despises his own color.""’3

One can readily perceive in this speech echoes of the old ante-bellum

feudal society. Perhaps the classic exposition of the Southern white's

att i tude was made by John Sharp Williams. On December 20, 1898,

Wil7Viams stated: '"You could ship-wreck 10,000 illiterate white Americans
ONn & desert island, and in three weeks they would have a fairly good
9Oovernment, conceived and administered upon fairly democratic lines.
You could ship=wreck 10,000 negroes, every one of whom was a graduate
OFf Harvard University, and in less than three years, they would have

e trograded governmentally; half of the men would have been killed,

and the other half would have two wives apiet:e.”""l'l Quite clearly the

COncept of Negro inferiority has been dominant in the South for decades.
Convinced of the Negro's inherently lesser capabilities, the South

"®mained adamant in asserting its sole right to determine his destiny.

L2

'"The Militant South,' American Negro Slavery: A Modern Reader,
eds . Allen Weinstein and Frank Otto Gatell (New York, 1968), p. 166.

L3 Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, p. 95.
Ly,

Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought, p. 90,
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Forced by military defeat to abolish slavery, the Southerners,
nevertheless, insisted that they alone, without Northern interfer
would determine the respective roles of the ex-slaves and their f
masters. Both Woodward and Buck, among others, were struck by th
defiant obstinacy. Woodward noted this insistence by referring t
""South's demand that the whole problem be left to the disposition
the dominant white people..”"’5 And Buck stressed the tenacity of
who '"had fought stolidly and unyieldingly for control over a prob
they insisted was domestic in nature''; who '"continued to resist w
compromise any suggestion of outside pressure.”"‘6
One could easily infer the South's solution to the problem:

Negro would be relegated to a subordinate status comparable in al
name to his former slavery. The actions taken by post-war legisl
clearly signalled the wave of the future as state after state pas
infamous '"black code' laws. Both Wharton and Dubois have charact
these codes as, in effect, simple re-enactments of the old slave
codes.*7 Even a summary of these codes remains beyond the scope
Paper; however, their general spirit may be perceived in the ulti
Section of Mississippi's code. Herein the legislature simply app
to all '"freedmen, free negroes and mulatoes'' the old penal and cr
laws applicable to ''crimes and misdemeanors committed by slaves,

Negroes or mulatoes.'!' The intent is obvious.

b5 Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, p. 6.
Leé The Road to Reunion (Boston, 1947), p. 283.
L7

Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, p. 89; and

Dubois, Black Reconstruction, p. 177.
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These codes, of course, did not receive unanimous acclaim in the
South. Wharton has suggested that ''Altogether, the conclusion may be
drawn that the Black Code was not approved by the best thought of the
state."8 Nevertheless, the codes were enacted by several states and
remained in force until repealed by later Republican-Negro administra-
tions. From this one may surmise that they undoubtedly reflected the
popular opinion of the mass of Southern whites who are too frequently
discounted by historians of the era who concentrate on the Bourbons and
the blacks.

11

The South justified its solution on the bases of the Negro's
innate inferiority and its firm conviction that it best understood the
Negro. Rare was the Southerner who did not conceive of himself as
being intimately acquainted with the Negro's character. This notion
rings like a refrain in the works of Southerners--old and new. The
legislators who formulated the Black Code of Mississippi justified the
same on the grounds of its enactment by men who understood the Negro.“l*9
Tom Watson, the erstwhile Populist leader, extolled the virtues of
Negro !'"Mammies' and claimed an understanding of the Negro.50 Wharton

exXpressed his regret that forceful emancipation took from the Negro's

side ''the very men who could best have guided his steps in the new

48 1he Negro in Mississippi, p. 90.

Lo Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, p. 86.

50
C. Vann Woodward, '"Tom Watson and the Negro in Agrarian Politics,"
IEE Negro in the South Since 1865: Selected Essays in American Negro
History, ed. Charles E. Wynes (University, Alabama, 1965), p. 60.
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paths."51 Bowers echoed this sentiment: ‘''Left to themselves, the
Negroes would have turned for leadership to the native whites, who
understood them best.'??2

Whether or not the Southerners really did understand the Negro is
still a matter of controversy. W. E. B. Dubois, a Negro, conceded that
they did.53 Sterling A. Brown, another Negro, disagreed.su Certainly,
enough paradoxes to confuse multitudes existed in the Southern view:
The Negro was a happy-go-lucky, carefree, irresponsible soul;55 yet
the South, before, during, and after the Civil War, lived in an
essentially unfounded, mortal fear of insurrections.56 The Negro
demonstrated a marked proclivity for prevarication and Iarceny;57 yet
the South delighted in narratives of the great trusts faithfully kept
by the Negro.58 One must conclude that Southern assertions of best

knowing the Negro should be accepted with some reservations.

51 The Negro in Mississippi, p. 22.

52 The Tragic Era, p. 198.

53 Black Reconstruction, p. 275.

5k '""Negro Character as Seen by White Authors,” Journal of Negro
Education, Il (January, 1933), 203.

S5 Francis Pendleton Gaines, The Southern Plantation: A Study in
the Development and the Accuracy of a Tradition (Gloucester, Mass.,
1962, pp. 198-202.

56 For the South's violent reaction to even rumors of insurrection,
See Franklin, '"The Militant South,'' American Negro Slavery,eds.
Weinstein and Gatell (New York, 1968), p. 163.

57 Gaines, p. 17.

-8 Bell Irwin Wiley, Southern Negroes, 1861-1865 (New Haven, 1938),
Pp. 68-69.
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Russell compounds the problem. Critics have long justified t
appraisal of Russell as a ''faithful delineator' of the Negro at le
partially on the basis of a letter cited by C. C. Marble in The Cr
(oct. 27, 1888). Therein Russell laid claim to the Southerner's
intimate knowledge of the Negro and added, moreover, "I have lived

long enough away from them to appreciate their peculiarities."

Undeniably Russell had more than a passing acquaintance with the N
James Webb recorded as one criticism by Russell's contemporaries h
tendency to spend ''too much time with the Negroes.“59 Even Sterli
A. Brown has acknowledged Russell's acquaintance with ''"Negro folk-
One could justifiably assume, however, that many of those who held
paradoxical views noted above had also spent some time with the Ne
and were equally well-versed in Negro folk-life.
Apparently Russell himself had his moments of uncertainty. |

le tter dated August 4, 1877 (Letter No. 41), he revealed those
mi sgivings by qualifying his assertion of knowledge. He noted: ''|
find it impossible to define my colored friend, although | have
Studied him very carefully, and | think | understand him.'"" And in
Subsequent letter (Letter No. 43) he freely admitted, a propos to
Proposed book on the Negroes, ''Such a book as is wanted on the dar
question is far beyond me. | would not attempt it.'' Despite thes
reservations Russell generally echoed the prevailing cry that the

South knew the Negro best.

59 Webb, unpubl. thesis (Univ. of N. Carolina, 1940), p. v.

60 Brown, Journ. of Negro Educ., 1!, 184,
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A corollary to the above concept rests in the claim advanced by
white Southerners that they constituted the Negroes' best friends. And
here again one finds Russell adhering to the Southern line. Perhaps
one can best perceive this attitude in Russell's detailed account of a
visit by the U. S. corvette Plymouth to Grand Gulf. While white
Southerners were treated as guests by the officers and crew, Negroes
were not permitted aboard. Russell viewed the proceedings with great
glee. His joy permeates the passage which warrants extended quotation.
Not only is it replete with the clichés of Southern tradition=--the
Negro's ignorance, his maltreatment by the ''Yankees,'' and his deep
seated affection for the white Southerners, but the narration also
reveals Russell's characteristically humorous perspective.

Russell recorded:

But the great fun was the discomfiture of our colored friend.
Our C.F.--about a thousand of him--went to see the ship. He
dressed up in his burying clothes, and went on the cars, and
on horse-back, and per 'Walker's line''. But when he got
there, they wouldn't let him go aboard. Now, the curiosity
of our colored friend being stirred up mightily; and he being
finally persuaded that the U.S. Government belongs to him
and is "run" in his sole interest (as indeed it has been

in this part of the world, since the war); his rage was
infinite. He exclaimed: '"Ef Mahs' Grant wuz Pres'dent, we
could go on dat boat. Wha' sort Pres'dent is dis yur

Hazen Wheelah? Ketch me votin' for him agéan.'' Our

barber, Bob Boatsman, who is nearly white, a very
respectable man, and a good Democrat, got aboard--being
taken for a white man by the officer of the boat who got a
terrible blowing-up from the first liuetenant for having
made such a mistake. Our people all like Bob, and were glad
to see him there. But the other darkeys got furious. ‘Who
is dat nigger?' said they, ''He any better'n any oder
nigger?' Just then, along came and landed the ''Robert E.
Lee''--the finest steamboat ever built--and the negroes

went aboard of her and admired without molestation. Then
their remarks ran in this wise: ""Our own white folks, dey
doesn't treat us mean, des 'kase we's niggers. Heah's de
Lee--heap bigger an' finer 'n dat ol'boat out dar--

b'longs to Suvvon white folks; an' Cap'n Campbell, he's
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a Suvvon gemmen; an' we is 'lowed to go on de Lee-an' de
ossifers tells us 'howdy' an' treats us like rale gemmen
alluz does. But dem po' white trash Yankees, dey ain't
nuffin no-how, an' ain't got no mo use for a nigger

'cep' to make money off him''. The little affair has
excited great wrath among the entire colored population

of the county. Talk to one of them about it, and he

says: '"Yes, sah, dem Yankees done us mean., Qur white folks
wuz willin) for us to go on de boat wid ‘em--dey knowed

we'd behave proper an' 'spectful. | tell you, sah, I's
been a fool long enough. You all what is ben raised up
wid us is our bes' frien's, ef we'll let you be; an' I's

gwine to stick up to you, an'vote wid you, arter dis.
You heered me.'" (Letter No. 36)

The import of the passage is plain; the Southern whites were the Negroes!'
only hope and even the ignorant Negroes were becoming cognizant of the
fact.

The major obstacle in linking Russell with the prevailing Southern
thought on the remaining point, Negro inferiority, lies in an oft-cited
passage from C. C. Marble's Critic article (November 3, 1888). Marble

stated:

On another occasion, when asked whether there was real
poetry in the Negro character, he expressed himself thus
liberally: '"Without communication or social intercourse
with intelligent and cultivated people his thought has
been necessarily original, and that has been done more
to prove the approximate truth of the now common saying,
Vox populi, vox Die, than anything in the history of the
white man . . . he has manifested a foresight and wisdom
in practical matters worthy of the higher races. . .

I am a Democrat, was a rebel, but | have long felt that
the Negro, even in his submissuon and servitude, was
conscious of his higher nature and must one day assert
it. . . . The Negro race, too, in spite of oppression,
has retained qualities found in few others under like
Circumstances. Gratitude it has always been distinguished
for; hospitality and helpfulness are its natural creed;
br‘utallty, consnderlng the prodigious depts of its
degradation, is unusual. It does not lack courage,
industry, self-denial, or virtue. . . . Surely the
Anglo-Saxon, deprived of the ordinary helps and
Stimulants of civilization, would have degenerated

into beasts of the field. . . . He treasures his
traditions, he is enthusiastic, patient, long-suffering,
religious, reverent.!
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On the surface the passage practically constitutes a panegyric on

the Negro. Actually, a closer study reveals the passage is not as
laudatory as seems first apparent. For the entire selection rests

on the underlying assumption of Negro inferiority. The highest praise
extended remains but a comparison of the Negro's capability in
"practical matters worthy of the higher races" [my italics]. This
qualification detracts from the various other laurels bestowed on the
Negro; for while he has exceptional qualities, those qualities are

on an inferior scale.

Another problem with the passage lies in the evaluation of its
accuracy. Did Russell include these sentences in a letter, or did
Marble merely record the remembered portions of an oral conversation?
Marble failed to make this distinction. Obviously, if part of a
wr itten document by Russell, one could hardly question its validity.

On the other hand, oral remarks recorded at some unspecified later
time are notoriously subject to distortion, either purposely or
inadvertently. And the slim evidence available ppints to the selection
as an oral conversation. Of the six quoted passages attributed to
Russell in Marble's articles, four are unmistakably marked as excerpts
from letters. But the remaining two, including the above selection,
bear no such distinction. Actually the context implies the opposite.
These two passages are cast as responses to direct questions. They

are prefaced by '"he said' and '"he expressed,' not by '"he writes'' or

"in a letter'' as was characteristic of the other excerpts. One passage

also bears the qualifying "in substance,' indicating a digest of

divergent thouthts into a single impression. One wonders at this
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point whether Marble possessed the talent, diligence, and retentive
powers of a Boswell. As is, only a tentative acceptance of the passage
as expressing Russell's thought seems the wisest course.

Fortunately, however, the Fulton Collection contains evidence of
a less nebulous nature. Nowhere in the sixty-three letters to a lady
in Indiana did Russell accord the Negro equal status with the white.
And very rarely did he praise them. But the letters abound in
denigrating comments. Rather than the ''courage, industry, self-denial,
or virtue'' of Marble's isolated comment, one finds instead: 'As a race,
the negroes have every vice and not a single virtue. | have lived
among them all my life, and ought to know them; and | do not believe
there is a negro in existence that is not capable of any crime'' (Letter
No. 4); and, '"Negroes, as | remarked to you once before, seem to
entirely lack the moral principle, and are easily persuaded to crime.
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