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An acclaimed journalist and novelist explores the legacy and future of American liberalism

through the history of his family's politically active historyGeorge Packer's maternal

grandfather, George Huddleston, was a populist congressman from Alabama in the early part

of the century--an agrarian liberal in the Jacksonian mold who opposed the New Deal. Packer's

father was a Kennedy-era liberal, a law professor and dean at Stanford whose convictions were

sorely--and ultimately fatally--tested in the campus upheavals of the 1960s. The inheritor of two

sometimes conflicting strains of the great American liberal tradition, Packer discusses the

testing of ideals in the lives of his father and grandfather and his own struggle to understand

the place of the progressive tradition in our currently polarized political climate. Searching,

engrossing, and persuasive, Blood of the Liberals is an original, intimate examination of the

meaning of politics in American lives.

From BooklistFamily saga and the history of a political idea blend in this thoughtful, gracefully

written reflection. Journalist and novelist Packer traces three generations of his own family and

the shifting meaning of liberalism over the past century. Packer's maternal grandfather, George

Huddleston, represented Birmingham, Alabama, in Congress from 1915 to 1937. A Southern

Progressive, a "Thomas Jefferson Democrat," he started out arguing for universal suffrage and

unions; he quickly learned to avoid race and gender, but his class-based radicalism was firm

until the New Deal's elitist tinkering made him a "state's rights" conservative. Nancy

Huddleston married Herbert Packer, a Yale-educated Jewish lawyer who taught at Stanford

University; both were "Adlai Stevenson Democrats" and "New Deal liberals." But Packer took

on administrative duties at Stanford just as a new generation challenged the rational liberalism

he championed; he suffered a stroke and, three years later, committed suicide. Twelve when

his father died in 1972, George Packer pursued his own vision of liberalism: at Yale, in the

Peace Corps, in volunteerism and political activism. A fascinating, thought-provoking narrative.

Mary CarrollCopyright © American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to

an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From Library JournalPacker has produced a

fascinating personal history while examining why people become liberals even though their

efforts frequently seem extremely futile. The author describes the life and times of his Alabama-

born maternal grandfather, Congressman George Huddleston, whose brand of liberalism was

rooted in Southern agrarian populism and who often opposed FDR's New Deal. Packer also

tells of his father, Herbert, whose Jewish American background placed him squarely in the

urban liberal tradition of the mid-20th century. His father's life and career ultimately came to a

turbulent climax as an administrator at Stanford University during the late 1960s. Finally, in a

brief, informative, and moving autobiographical section, Packer recounts the development of

his own social and political views following his father's stroke and suicide. The author attempts

to demonstrate the ongoing relevance to today's world of a political philosophy that many

believe has little future. Packer's combination of personal and historical perspectives, as well as

his considerable skill at conveying them, make this work both challenging and enjoyable.

Written for the lay reader, it nonetheless avoids oversimplification. Highly

recommended.DCharles K. Piehl, Minnesota State Univ., MankatoCopyright 2000 Reed

Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this

title.Review“Splendid...[Packer] skillfully weaves the travails of the reformist left through the



equally tempetuous story of his own activist family. The result is a politically engaged memoir

that sheds more understanding on the problems and promise of liberalism than a shelf full of

hand-wringing or wistful post-mortems.” �Michael Kazin, Chicago Tribune“Remarkable...Belongs

on the shelf next to Angela's Ashes, The Liars' Club, and A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering

Genius.” �Jack Hitt, The New York Times Book Review“Blood of The Liberals is coherent,

compelling and desperately urgent.” �Wilson Carey McWilliams, San Francisco Chronicle“I've

never read a book quite like George Packer's Blood of the Liberals. More than a learned history

and revealing memoir, it's also an unsentimental but deeply felt love letter to the father he

barely knew and the grandfather he never met. Packer shows American liberals where we've

been and where we must go by sharing his story �a story that is heartbreaking, hopeful, and

beautifully drawn.” �George Stephanopoulos--This text refers to the paperback edition.From the

Inside FlapPraise for Blood of the Liberals"I've never read a book quite like George Packer's

Blood of the Liberals. More than a learned history and revealing memoir, it's also an

unsentimental but deeply felt love letter to the father he barely knew and the grandfather he

never met. Packer shows American liberals where we've been and where we must go by

sharing his story-a story that is heartbreaking, hopeful, and beautifully drawn."-George

Stephanopoulos"Here is a family's story that tells us so very much about America, and about

idealism as it engages, at a cost, with politics, a book that will teach all of us so very much

about our nation's history."-Robert Coles"With thoughtful compassion and scrupulous decency,

George Packer has written a stunningly honest, *necessary* memoir of his family, which

doubles as a political history of the last hundred years. Parts of it have the absorbing quality of

a murder mystery or a horror film: you cringe at the collision of good intentions and bad

judgment, wanting to yell out to the participants "No! don't!"-only to realize their confusions

mirror uncannily your own. An admirable work of conscience and literary art."-Philip Lopate--

This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorGeorge

Packer is an award-winning author and staff writer at The Atlantic. His previous books include

The Unwinding: An Inner History of the New America (winner of the National Book Award), The

Assassins’ Gate: America in Iraq, and Our Man: Richard Holbrooke and the End of the

American Century (winner of the Hitchens Prize and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for

biography). He is also the author of two novels and a play, and the editor of a two-volume

edition of the essays of George Orwell. --This text refers to the paperback edition.From The

Washington Post". . . difficult to imagine a more precise and pointed summary of the current

state of American liberalism . . . Provocative -- and persuasive." --This text refers to the

paperback edition.Read more
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and sisterand in memory of my fatherBlood of the LiberalsIn early 1969 my father suffered a

stroke that paralyzed his right side and left him a cripple who had difficulty speaking whole

sentences. He was forty-three and about to leave his position as an academic administrator at

Stanford to return to the rational world of teaching law. Throughout 1968 he had been battling

sit-ins and firebombings at the university, while the country was torn apart by riots,

assassinations, and the endless war in Vietnam. After these upheavals, the year ended with

the election of Richard Nixon, the politician my father had hated all his life.At the time of his

stroke I was eight years old. I didn’t know why my father got sick; I knew still less why students

shouted at him on the campus radio, why the Democratic convention in Chicago turned into a

pitched battle as we watched on television, why the word “assassination” put such a spell on

me. But I understood with a child’s clarity that the world, which not long before had been a

delightful place of caterpillars and basketball, was suddenly full of danger, that the adults had

lost control and were helpless to protect me. Even then I sensed my father’s fragility, not just in

his body but in his manner of thinking and living—that his commitment to the life of reason

stood no chance against the world going mad.He was a liberal. He once called himself “a

nineteenth-century liberal,” but it would be more precise to say that he was a procedural, civil-

libertarian, John Stuart Mill, Adlai Stevenson, Eugene McCarthy liberal—and he believed in

liberalism with a confidence that would be impossible to muster today. In 1968 this species was

under assault from two directions: on its left, radical students denounced their teachers as

apologists for imperialism or, even worse, irrelevant; on its right, the Nixon-Agnew backlash

professed to speak against the elitists and for the great silent majority who wanted law and

order. Between intolerable pressures and the suppressed rage of his response, my father’s

brain, the instrument of his life’s work, was flooded with blood from a burst vessel one night as

he slept. He lived for three more years, struggling to walk again, thick of speech, increasingly

despondent, until he committed suicide on December 6, 1972.I never knew him well, and I

spent the first twenty years after his death trying to escape the shadow of the man in the

wheelchair. The face of his illness—pallor, the dark beard, the stammering mouth, and the

deep black eyes that shone with fear—blotted out every other memory. Of the man who had

studied, gone to war, practiced law, loved, married, fathered, taught, written, argued, and

reasoned in the forty-three years before the stroke, I knew little and remembered nothing.A few

years ago, I found myself wondering about him again. All through the autumn of 1992, as the

Democrats closed in on the presidency and conservatism finally looked defeated, I kept

thinking about 1968, the year my father’s liberalism collapsed. Six weeks after Clinton’s victory,

I flew back to California to spend Christmas at my mother’s, in the house where I’d lived my



first eighteen years. I asked my mother if she had any papers of my father’s. She mentioned

some boxes in the garage. I found them up in a loft, five cardboard boxes that had sat

moldering and untouched for the twenty years since his death. I dragged them into the house

and stayed up late every night for a week reading everything my father had left behind,

hundreds and hundreds of pages, drafts of speeches, articles, reassuring letters to his parents

handwritten aboard a destroyer during World War II, an angry resignation he never submitted,

the blue carbons of letters written to colleagues in the last desperate weeks of his life. I read

without knowing what I was looking for—simple facts, evidence of his other life apart from the

wheelchair and me, and of the kind of life it had been. I suppose I was digging for an answer to

the question buried under the intervening years: Why did it happen? And the related question,

unanswerable when I asked it at eight and unanswerable now: Will it happen to me?For twenty

years my mother, my sister, and I had seldom spoken of my father. If he happened to come up

in conversation, pain and embarrassment entered the room and stayed until he disappeared

back into the silence with which we all felt more at ease. But during those nights in the family

room with the cardboard boxes, my father came back. While I read, I imagined him at the end

of the dark hall that led past the kitchen to the living room, leaning on his cane in just the spot

where as a boy I’d fantasized an intruder bent on murder. But his eyes were fixed on me with

warmth and a strange insistence. I found that I wanted to know him again. I wanted to share

the good news of the Democrats’ victory, and to find out what had gone wrong a quarter

century earlier for my father and his politics. But now he was silent.My mother seemed

disturbed by the way I was spending my holiday.“You were up late,” she said one morning.

“What are you doing anyway?”“Just … reading stuff. I need to ask you some things about

Dad.”My mother and I had always talked freely—except about my father. After his death she

didn’t remarry but instead rebuilt her life around her children and her work in the creative

writing program at Stanford. Students revered her, younger women looked to her as a model of

strength and independence. Now she was nearing seventy and retirement. She had willed her

own peace with the past, and she could only regard my intrusion as a threat.“I would prefer not

to,” she said, and then she resigned herself, knowing that, however unwelcome to her, this was

necessary for me.One night we sat down at the 1960s-style round white-laminate kitchen table

where as a family of four we had endured so many tense dinners after my father’s stroke. My

mother waited with patient resentment for the interrogation to begin.What was he like in the

last weeks of his life? Did he leave a note before he went away that Monday twenty Decembers

ago? What did it say? Did it mention me? Had he tried to kill himself before, talked about doing

it before? Exactly what caused the stroke? What were the early years of their marriage like?

Did he ever discuss his parents, his childhood? What happened to him in 1968? What was she

going through that year? What was I like then?Some of the questions made her grimace or

groan, and once her eyes filled, a rare thing. “Do you have to ask this? Why do you want to

know?” But she answered every question that night. She answered some questions I didn’t

even ask. Over the following months and years, through many other conversations, she kept

nothing from me, without ever relinquishing her right to let me know what it cost her. She told

me about not just my father but hers as well: her politician father, my namesake, George

Huddleston, who represented Birmingham, Alabama, in Congress for twenty-two years in the

early part of the century. He fought countless lonely fights on behalf of those he called “the

plain people” until, in the 1930s, the coal miners and ironworkers and dirt farmers back in his

district finally rejected their small, passionate, maverick of a congressman. She told me about

her childhood in a large unhappy family with hopelessly mismatched, warring parents. She told

me stories that she herself had chosen to omit from her own writings about her family, out of a



desire not to wound her mother, who was still alive then. “Loyalty is my favorite virtue,” she said

in the middle of one of our conversations, as if to warn me: “Handle with care.” On the

continuum between loyalty and disclosure—perhaps this was generational as much as personal

—we came down at widely different points. And yet she placed in my hands all the instruments

of her own pain.The search for my father that began that week in December 1992 eventually

took me far back before the 1960s, beyond Stanford, beyond my father. It sent me down to

Alabama and Tennessee, deep into the family past, where some secrets awaited me, and

eventually into the country’s past, from Jefferson through the Civil War and into the bloody

century that, as I write, is coming to an end.At twenty I thought I was the author of my own life

and could go on willing it into any shape I wanted—being myself had nothing to do with being

my father’s son. In my thirties I discovered how much had been fixed by the accidents of birth.

Not just the twisting chains of nucleic acids that gave me the broad mouth of a long-dead

Jewish grandmother, the freckles of southern cousins, my mother’s temper and flair for rhetoric,

the listening gesture of cupping chin in hand that came from my father along with high

cholesterol and a tendency toward depression. Along with these, I also inherited a history that

went in one direction back to the Jews who came to New York City around 1900, and in

another down into the defeated and impoverished South. I was born, like everyone, into the

legacy of a genetic makeup, a family tree, a historical moment—even a worldview.Call it

liberalism. A notoriously elusive term: like “irony” and “culture,” it has multiple nuances and

shifting emphases, sometimes meaning opposite things. Goethe said that there are no liberal

ideas, only liberal sentiments. But sentiments and ideas are more closely related than we

usually think. Few people reach a political opinion by deduction from an abstract system of

philosophy; most feel their way into the opinions they hold, often contradictory ones, and are

hardly aware of the forces within and without that drive them. Among the liberal sentiments that

run in my family are a tendency to side with the underdog, to feel that society imposes mutual

obligations from which no one is excused. The rational mind, unconstrained by religion or

tradition or authority, has the capacity to solve our problems. Progress is possible, if not

inevitable; reason is the means, human happiness the end. Politics is lifeblood, an arena of

moral choice, and more often than not a place of pain. Each generation has prided itself on

being practical, yet found its own way to avoid the worldly success that might have come with

compromise—the temptation to lose on principle has seldom been resisted. In general, the

men in my family have been defeated and the women have endured.But the ideas that these

sentiments produce can clash between the generations, or even within a single individual.

Personal troubles change the color of beliefs. Historical tides go out and leave people stranded

with convictions that no longer have any way of being realized. The meaning of key words like

“freedom,” “equality,” “democracy,” “truth” can be turned inside out. The story of each generation

of my family is in a way the story of an inherited idea crashing up against the hard rock of new

circumstance.In Jefferson’s century, to be a liberal meant to believe in political liberty and

freedom of thought. In the twentieth century, in this country, it has meant more narrowly a belief

that government should take an active part in solving society’s problems. It has also implied

membership in a sector of the educated middle class, with a distinctive way of life. For many

decades—the span of my father’s life—it was the reigning view. But the twentieth century has

not been kind to the notion that human reason can control human fate. Since I was a boy,

“liberal” has been a political weapon, a name no one answers to, the initial consonant drawn

out in contempt. The word underwent a transformation over the course of the century; its traces

show up like the white glow of a barium test through the high events in the lives of my

forebears. A family’s history can be the history of an idea.The liberalism I inherited is made up



of these two strands: one Jewish, immigrant, academic, modern; the other Gentile, southern,

populist, backward-looking. Over three generations—my grandfather’s, my parents’, and mine—

the strands that entwined biologically to produce me were coming apart politically, weakening

liberalism at the very moments when it seemed to have reached its greatest strength. To

understand what happened to my father in the late ’60s, when he was so embattled and

isolated, I had to go back to my grandfather’s career half a century before. To appreciate the

context of my own boyhood, a university campus where the postindustrial future was being

invented, I had to see the older face of industrialism when fortunes were hammered out of

minerals and sweat in places like Alabama. I found that in pulling at the thread of a speech my

father gave in 1968, a large area of the American fabric started to unravel, and in intricate ways

the same thread connected that man to a different man, my grandfather, and a speech he gave

in 1912. It wasn’t possible to stay within one person or generation, or within one family’s private

affairs. A hundred years of liberalism had led up to the moment when I found the cardboard

boxes in my mother’s garage.Since liberalism rejects blood in favor of mind, refusing the

commands of the tribe and instead taking the free individual to be supreme, there’s irony if not

outright contradiction in an effort to find the sources of my own life and times in bloodlines that

lead back into the distant and dead past. I’ve been given more freedom than my forebears had

—enough to spend the past few years exploring the forces that made me and my world. I didn’t

choose either of my two names—and yet each of them represents a range of limits and

possibilities within which I have to make my own way. Neither my grandfather nor my father

figured out how to make a happy marriage of abstract ideals and concrete realities: the first lost

his career, the second his life. Coming after them, I was born into an age of liberal decline, with

few outlets for whatever impulses survive in this latest generation. It became a matter, if not of

my own life, at least of my pursuit of happiness, to learn how this came about, and to see

where those impulses might lead in a new century.CHAPTER 1A Thomas Jefferson

DemocratIn the year of my grandfather’s birth, 1869, Ulysses S. Grant became President and

General Nathan Bedford Forrest (CSA) resigned as Grand Wizard and dissolved the recently

formed Invisible Empire of the Ku Klux Klan, fifty miles south of my grandfather’s birthplace in

Tennessee. On the day of my grandfather’s death in 1960, John F. Kennedy was campaigning

for the Democratic nomination for President and Martin Luther King, Jr., was holding a strategy

session in Montgomery, Alabama, on the new student sit-in movement. The year 1869 is

almost as close to 1776 as to 1960. Born in the nineteenth century, dying in the twentieth,

George Huddleston lived mentally in the eighteenth, the century of yeoman farmers and

revolutionary democrats. His congressional career stretched from 1915 to 1937, and his views

won him, at various turns, the labels Bolshevik, socialist, liberal, and finally “the conservative

gentleman from Birmingham, Alabama,” and “the darling of Wall Street.” But at the most difficult

moments, when his political life was on the line, he always called himself “a Thomas Jefferson

Democrat.” To him the meaning was self-evident; in fact, the term encompassed a set of

complications, even contradictions, that originate in Jefferson himself and the revolutionary

age, when the new republic was working out what kind of society it wanted to be. By our

standards, George Huddleston ended his career repudiating everything he had stood for at the

start. By his own lights, he remained true to a core of belief—the heartwood within the rings of

modern interpretation, something old and hard and knotty. He believed in the right and ability of

ordinary people to run their own lives, and he distrusted any concentration of wealth or power

that threatened to take that right away. This core sustained him until the age moved on, and

then it brought him to grief, public defeat added to private misery, leaving him with not much

more than his fierce pride.When I was a boy my grandfather meant little to me. He was the



Solomonic figure at the center of my mother’s tales about a raucous household of five children.

The stories always followed the same path—from civil war or rebellion to gruff, essentially good-

humored restoration. These were comedies, and to me their moral was that a big family, with

lots of children and dogs, was happier than my own. The dogs made a far deeper impression

on me than my grandfather, especially the heroic Great Dane, Duke, whom a cop shot through

the neck as the dog chased a bicycle. Duke survived, but the cop, whose bullet just missed

hitting my mother, was suspended from the force on orders of Representative Huddleston. He

was the unquestioned authority who only had to utter a name to quiet the thousand petty

disputes that broke out daily among his offspring. I knew that he was nearly twice as old as my

grandmother when he married at age forty-eight, and ninety when he died, and though he died

just six months before my birth I always assumed that he’d been dead for decades. My main

impression was that he was old, impossibly old. When I was thirteen and my grandmother died,

I inherited my grandfather’s pocket watch, a pair of Civil War muskets, his infantryman’s sword

from the Spanish-American War, and a set of brass knuckles, all of which deepened my sense

that he and I belonged to different civilizations.A few years ago I asked my mother if her

father’s family had owned slaves. She sighed, as if I’d finally raised the subject she’d always

dreaded. Only a dozen, she said, and not on a cotton plantation but on a hardscrabble farm in

the bluegrass country of middle Tennessee, all of them freed (by defeat in the Civil War)

several years before my grandfather was born. Still, slave owners. The stain of the South, even

a small one, lay upon us. The news shocked me, though it seemed to implicate her rather than

me, as if the sins of the fathers have a statute of limitations at the third generation. Instead of

personal culpability or the heavy hand of ancestral guilt, I felt mildly excited to learn of the

family’s connection to the great American crime. History, any history, confers meaning on a

life.The truth is, I already should have known. My mother had published a collection of essays

about her father, most of them written when I was a boy. In “Lee’s Lieutenants” she wrote: “My

father said that before the Civil War his grandfather had a fairly large farm worked by ten or

twelve hands.” I read this sentence several times over the years without stopping to consider

just who those “hands” were—I’d always pictured young white hires, like the ranch hands on

Bonanza. Perhaps some scruple had kept my mother from using the word “slaves.”When she

was twelve, eager to assert her regional pride among classmates at a new school, she

announced that she wished the South had won the war, slavery or no slavery. That night she

boasted of her rebel stand to her father.“Don’t talk like an ass,” he told her. “Slavery is a terrible

evil. It degrades both sides.”“The Confederates must have believed it was all right,” she

said.“I’m sorry to say that at that time most Southerners did think it was all right. And the South

paid for it.”“I thought you would have been a Confederate,” she said.“No doubt I would have

been with my people,” her father admitted, “right or wrong, foolish or wise.”She absorbed both

lessons, about slavery and loyalty—“and I would be forever escaping the ambivalence toward

love and conscience that trapped me then.”The father in her book is not without faults, too

forbidding to be lovable, but an admirable man of the crotchety, set-in-his-ways sort, whose role

is to teach integrity to the children, tease his volatile wife, and impose his law on the house with

a quick clearing of the throat. “None of it is false,” my mother once told me, “but it isn’t the

whole truth.” She placed kin ahead of candor and spared both her parents the pain of exposure

—for, as I would come to learn, there was plenty of pain to expose, stories she didn’t write,

ones she’s since told me or I’ve discovered on my own, leaving me to work out my own

ambivalence toward love and conscience.Reading my grandfather’s speeches in crumbling red-

leather-bound volumes of the Congressional Record—alive all these years later with his quick

wit, his love of a righteous fight—I often heard my mother’s voice. She’s my link to him, his



values and his world, and in searching for my grandfather, dead before I was born, I came to

know a woman who’s been there since my birth.When I went down to Lebanon, Tennessee,

and browsed through the Wilson County archives, I discovered that at the start of the Civil War

the Huddlestons owned a total of thirty-four slaves, lodged in six slave houses, which made

them one of the county’s larger slave-owning families. On June 16, 1860, my grandfather’s

grandfather—also George Huddleston—was deeded a “negro woman Martha and 5 children”

by his oldest son. A year later that son joined the 7th Tennessee Infantry; a year after that he

was killed at Antietam, one of 23,000 casualties on the single bloodiest day in U.S. military

history. Another of my grandfather’s uncles, Billy, lost a leg in a Yankee prison camp. But my

grandfather’s father, Joseph Franklin, a twenty-six-year-old merchant at the outbreak of war,

didn’t fight. He drew up a list of names for a company that he would lead into action, but the

company never materialized. Instead he stayed home and married a woman named Nancy

Sherrill. The war raged back and forth in large battles and guerrilla skirmishes and marauding

banditry across middle Tennessee for three long years, and at its end the region was

devastated.“Mourning in every household,” wrote one contemporary, “desolation written in

broad characters across the whole face of their country, cities in ashes and fields laid waste,

their commerce gone, their system of labor annihilated and destroyed. Ruin, poverty, and

distress everywhere, and now pestilence adding to the very cap sheaf to their stack of misery;

her proud men begging for pardon and appealing for permission to raise food for their children;

her five million of slaves free, and their value lost to their former master forever.” So observed

William Tecumseh Sherman—the man the South held personally responsible for a good deal of

its misfortune.The Huddlestons were financially ruined, their slave labor gone, their acreage

diminished. The store my grandfather’s grandfather had owned since the 1820s closed, and the

place known as “Huddleston’s Cross Roads” ceased to exist. “After the War,” my mother wrote,

“most of the land was sold for taxes and my great-grandfather was hard put to feed his family.

He got mighty little help from his many sons, my father said, for they were so ashamed of

working the fields that whenever a carriage or horse passed by they ducked below the level of

the corn to protect their honor from the view of ex-slaves and scalawags and social

inferiors.“‘Protect their honor?’ my father repeated, outraged, gazing around the dinner table at

each of us as if we had called it honor. ‘Bosh. Honor would have set to work and amounted to

something and got the land back.’”My grandfather was born in a clapboard house, on a dirt

road off the pike between Lebanon and Murfreesboro down which Sherman had marched just

five years before. “My earliest memories are of the poverty which in the seventies fell upon the

people of the Triangle” between Nashville, Franklin, and Murfreesboro, he wrote near the end

of his life. “Poverty and privation did what war with all its horrors could not do. The people were

conquered at last; their spirits were broken; they were in despair.” His father’s wealth had been

reduced to half its level at the start of the decade. Joseph Franklin tried farming but abandoned

it. He moved his family to Nashville and opened a store that failed. The hardships, his general

fecklessness, his failure to serve in the Lost Cause, left his son George with a sense of shame

and quite possibly hatred, which he repressed into an unpretentious family pride. In later years

the ties of blood would lead him to take in countless long-lost cousins who needed a place to

stay, send them to school or find them a job, force his children to pay regular visits to their hick

relations in Tennessee, and compile a volume called Huddleston Family Tables that traced his

forebears back to pre-Norman Yorkshire. He said that he wanted to make the book as

uninteresting as possible. “What he honored was not the romance of family riches or

accomplishment or derring-do, but the simple country fact of kinship,” my mother wrote. “It is a

book of begats, not of celebration.” When a man named Huddleston sent him a commercially



prepared family tree that claimed to prove descent from Saxon royalty, my grandfather wrote

back: “If you believe this you should immediately lay claim to the British throne.”With the

Huddlestons there were no trappings or displays. My grandfather grew up among defeated,

unsmiling people. In a family reunion photograph taken in 1931, several generations of

Huddlestons are lined up all wearing the same grim jaw, even the toddlers. His father and

cousins were followers of Alexander Campbell—Church of Christers, so austere they didn’t

allow music in services, so unforgiving they believed members of all other denominations were

hellbound. When my grandfather was old enough to become a skeptic—which he remained for

the rest of his life—he asked his father whether this law of damnation would include a baby

born on a ship that then shipwrecked. “Well, I don’t really know,” Joseph Franklin Huddleston

replied, “but I don’t hold out much hope.”“Huddlestons don’t gush,” my grandfather liked to say.

“And they don’t marry either,” my grandmother would answer. “They just dry up and blow away.”

Of ten children in one branch of the family, four never married, two married cousins, two

married when they were almost fifty, and just three had offspring. Only my grandfather’s

eccentric uncle G. Perk Huddleston, who fathered a mulatto daughter, who rode a horse into

church one day, who raised regionally famous gamecocks and peddled his patented “Chicken

Powder” (“puts life and vigor in your flock giving them red combs and beauty of plumage, while

as an egg producer it is unequaled”)—only Uncle G. Perk seems to have had any pleasure in

life.The Huddleston graveyard lies alongside the Murfreesboro–Lebanon Pike, now Highway

231, where it crosses the dry bed of Hurricane Creek—the original Huddleston’s Cross Roads,

where my great-great-grandfather had built his store. On a trip South not long ago I went in

search of my dead kin one warm spring evening. This part of middle Tennessee is Bible Belt

and horse-farm country, bluegrass fields and rolling limestone hills. Around a bend in a

backcountry road, a tin-roof church appeared with a glaring marquee: “THE WAGES OF SIN IS

DEATH.” The graveyard is so plain that I drove by three times before noticing it next to a

pasture where three horses were browsing. A stone wall about 150 by 200 feet, with a chain-

link gate, surrounded a grove of tall cedar trees wrapped in vines. It was seven o’clock and the

sun was going down behind the graveyard. Golden light slanted through the branches, and the

air was full of the burnt smell of cedar needles. The gravestones tilted crookedly in the dirt. The

more recent ones near the front were rather large and polished, but the deeper into the plot I

walked, the older and humbler they became. “He died as he lived an honest man,” said one-

legged Uncle Billy’s, but this was relatively flamboyant. Most of them were on the order of

“Mary (wife)—1846–1935.” Along the back wall stood a row of little foot-and-a-half-by-one-foot

markers that said nothing at all, the names worn away. As the sun went down a gloom settled

over the headstones. Nothing moved. A dog was barking in the pasture. The stillness in the

Huddleston family graveyard seemed deeper than the silence of the dead. These ancestors of

mine had never had much to say.The next day I found the Sherrill plot on a road a couple of

miles west. The difference was striking. My great-grandmother’s family had erected little

obelisks and scrolls and medallions to catch the eye of a passerby—their last chance to make

a favorable impression. They were handsome and sophisticated people—flighty spendthrifts,

according to my grandfather—who scattered after the war. His mother was the main, maybe

the only, source of warmth in his early life. Nancy Sherrill Huddleston felt that her second child

was destined for greatness, and she told him, “You’ll be President someday.” In January 1882

she drank bad water from their contaminated well in Nashville and died of typhoid fever at age

forty-two. Her unsentimental husband buried her in the Sherrill plot, to leave room among the

Huddlestons for his next wife, who turned out to be a hard country woman named Miss Betty

Barrett.So at the vulnerable age of twelve my grandfather lost the most important person in his



life. Decades later he still got depressed in January and talked about his mother in lugubrious

terms. Her death seemed not to have drained all the feeling out of him, but to have blocked it

far down in dark pools, where it grew morbidly romantic.Not long ago his oldest child, my aunt

Mary, gave me a thin brown booklet labeled “Students’ Note Book.—EXTRA FINE PAPER,”

with George Huddleston’s signature on the cover. Its ruled pages are filled with poems he

wrote between fourteen and twenty, in pencil or brown ink in a looping old-fashioned script.

One of them is called “A Dead Mother”:Close her eyes for she is dying.Lightly tread around the

bed where she is lieing.Gently fold her hands upon her breast.Softly speak around her now for

she’s at rest …Sing sweetly spirits unto a brotherUnto a sad and sorrowing son, that’s lost a

mother.Most of the others are gloomy love poems, under the influence of Burns, about cruel

girls named Mary, Jane, and Nancy, the names he would give his daughters—likely

pseudonyms for a cousin improbably named Mordante Chenault, with whom he was in love

and who broke his heart. His mother’s ambition for him when she was alive, combined with the

unhappy romanticism brought about by her death, made this barely schooled young man want

to become a poet. A colored tintype shows him as an ancient-looking boy standing in a

waistcoat and britches and porkpie hat, with his right hand placed flat on a thick volume on a

table, a solemn little country boy striking a literary pose—but his feet are bare. He wrote poems

throughout his teens and read “all of the books left in our family and all that I could borrow from

neighbors within a radius of miles.” He took volumes of Shakespeare and Dickens from the

Nashville library and pored over them in the attic. “At thirteen a neighbor lent me a copy of

Paradise Lost. I was routed horse and foot, after the first few pages.” The writing stopped in his

twenties but the reading never did, “quite without system and undirected.”His early literary

fantasies found a second life when he entered politics and eventually became one of the

renowned speakers in Congress. His favorite writers remained the masters of Victorian rhyme,

Swinburne and Tennyson, and at eighty-two he took the unwise step of self-publishing a

collection of his own lovelorn doggerel. In the way of most rigid and repressed men, he carried

on a sort of shadowy emotional life that mainly found expression in sentimentality.* * *With

his mother’s death, existence went from hard to grim. His father, having failed at his Nashville

store, returned to the family farm in Wilson County. George stayed behind and tried to continue

in school while selling newspapers on the street, but he too failed. He dropped out of school

after sixth grade and got a position working in a country store for five dollars a month. But

when he saw the owner making money peddling goods, George quit the store and, now

fourteen years old, struck out on his own. He became an itinerant peddler, selling chickens and

eggs, beeswax, hides, tallow, feathers, lead shot, and snuff from a secondhand wagon drawn

by a blind horse that he’d bought on credit.All around the bluegrass country of middle

Tennessee the boy and the blind horse plodded, from farm to farm and market to market. The

rural South was falling into even deeper poverty as agricultural prices collapsed to starvation

levels during the 1880s. George Huddleston had gone into business at the bleakest moment

since the end of the war. Acreage reduced, mules and equipment in short supply, crops

mortgaged at interest rates reaching 50 percent under the crop lien system, poor farmers were

leaving the land altogether for the new industries in the cities. Some of the fields my

grandfather rolled past were abandoned, corn and sorghum replaced by tall grass and weeds,

houses collapsing in on themselves. The farmers who stayed behind were slipping into “a fatal

lethargy,” one contemporary wrote—“our minds become benumbed, deadened.”My grandfather

willed himself to persist, save his money, and pull himself up toward the greater things his

mother had imagined for him. The price this austere self-discipline exacted on his character

was paid in a stunted affective life that would strain all of his most important relationships. He



was incapable of easy bonhomie, prone to quick and severe judgment of others. But hardship

also shaped the growth of his moral consciousness, in a way that’s revealed by this story from

when he was seven, published years later in a Birmingham newspaper:Little George wanted

some money all his own—money that he could spend just as he pleased. A neighbor had a

cotton field. All but fifteen rows had been hoed. This fifteen rows of cotton looked like a job. He

approached the owner: “I will hoe out those fifteen rows of cotton for a nickel,” he said.“It is a

trade,” replied the neighbor farmer.George sailed in, and at the end of the first half day he had

hoed seven rows. He had realized also that he had made a bad trade. But he did not back

down. This has been a characteristic of his life. When he begins a job he finishes it. But this

was about the first and last bad job he ever took. It was certainly the first and last bad trade he

ever made.He worked all next day on the cotton patch, and finished it.Then he got his nickel.

He kissed the nickel and swore that from that time on he would be a friend to the poor and

oppressed.It begins like a typical tale from the Horatio Alger age, another poor but plucky boy

who impressed adults with his diligence and cleverness, learned from mistakes, and worked

tirelessly toward his deserved reward on top of a mountain of cash—until the last phrase. The

Horatio Alger novels were set in the victorious, industrializing North. My grandfather, growing

up in the defeated, rural South, discovered at an early age that even American stories don’t

always have happy endings, family pride is mingled with shame, and life can grind people down

until they lose the will to strive.As it happened, Huddleston’s biography bears some

resemblance to the rags-to-riches legend—he would make his fortune practicing law and then

go on to public office. He could have adopted the self-made man’s smug view: if I can do it,

anyone can. In another version of the story, the poor boy learns business shrewdness and

swears that one day he’ll buy out the neighbor’s farm and pay someone else a nickel to hoe it.

This would be Little Richard Nixon’s version. Both boys worshiped their mothers, had failures of

fathers, suffered early humiliations. Psychologically, two reactions are possible—one that

resents and rejects poverty, the other that embraces it as a virtue.My grandfather once said, “I

have come in contact with a few great men and quite a few ‘near’ great ones. But I consider the

contacts which I made as a lad when engaged in buying and selling as the basis of my

knowledge of and love for what Abraham Lincoln called the ‘plain people,’ and this is the secret

of my ability, if I have any, to mix and mingle with them, for in so doing I am not playing a part,

but simply acting naturally along lines which give me my greatest joy.”Whenever one of his

children would put on airs or groan at having to attend another Sunday picnic with their father’s

poor Alabama constituents, he would snap, “Quit posturing,” and then quote his favorite lines of

verse, from Goldsmith’s “The Deserted Village”:Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,Where

wealth accumulates, and men decay:Princes and lords may flourish, or may fade;A breath can

make them, as a breath has made;But a bold peasantry, their country’s pride,When once

destroyed, can never be supplied.For George Huddleston, the “bold peasantry” of the

eighteenth-century English poet was simply the American common man—the “plain people”

whom he came to know as an itinerant peddler. It’s important to realize what this did not mean.

His was not a modern, quasi-Marxist view of economic class conflict involving ceaseless

struggle for wealth and power between the haves and the have-nots. His thinking was not

“scientific.” He disliked elites on moral, and maybe even aesthetic, grounds—because he

loathed “posturing,” had an instinctive sense of justice, and believed that democracy depended

on a rough equality of conditions. He once gave a speech called “The New Americanism—and

the Old,” in which he said, “There can be no abiding democracy among a people separated into

social classes and economic groups, in which all the advantage, all the hope, and all the

opportunity rests with the few, and all the labor and all the burdens are imposed upon the



many.” The “Old Americanism,” he believed, was a republic of free equals. And this is what my

grandfather meant when he called himself a Thomas Jefferson Democrat.As a young man he

poured all his hardships and pride into the romance of the plain people. He would redeem his

family’s fall and his mother’s ambition by raising his voice for those who had none. But the

world into which he was born gave him no models. America in the late nineteenth century had

corrupted democracy into a stampede for wealth, while the plain people were no longer

independent yeomen but farmers and tenants locked into perpetual debt, their lives owned by

merchants, railroads, and banks. Anyone who comes of age feeling that his own time is evil will

look forward or back. My grandfather’s utopia lay not in the millennial future of a classless

society governed by the machine, but a hundred and more years in the past. A youthful poem

expressed the idea in quaintly sentimental terms:Back at the farm, the dear old farmAnd the

house beneath the hillFar from the city’s ways that harmAnd the city’s sins that killFrom where

corruption holds its swayFrom the haunts of vice and sinBack to the father stooped and

grayAnd his arms that fold me in.Compare these lines from Benjamin Franklin’s almanac:O

happy he! happiest of mortal Men!Who far remov’d from Slavery, as from Pride,Fears no Man’s

frown, nor cringing waits to catchThe gracious Nothing of a great Man’s Nod;Tempted nor with

the Pride nor Pomp of Power,Nor pageants of Ambition, nor the MinesOf grasping Av’rice, nor

the poison’d SweetsOf pamper’d Luxury, he plants his FootWith Firmness on his old paternal

Fields,And stands unshaken.In the eighteenth century, republicans held that when men

depended for their livelihood on other men, corruption followed and democracy decayed. This

was why Jefferson distrusted the manufacturing economy and disliked cities, where “men eat

each other.” “Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God,” he wrote in Notes

on the State of Virginia. “Dependence begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ

of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.” For this reason, his draft

constitution for Virginia established a fifty-acre property qualification for voting but also

appropriated up to fifty acres for the propertyless so that they might become voters. His original

wording of the Declaration of Independence read: “All men are created free &

independent.”Independence—fifty acres and a public education—ensured the kind of personal

qualities on which a republic depended. Hierarchical societies like the one the revolution

overthrew were held together by obedience and patronage (“the gracious Nothing of a great

Man’s Nod”). But self-government, Jefferson argued, demanded much more of citizens: they

had to act out of a concern for the common good—a natural “love of others, a sense of duty to

them, a moral instinct, in short, which prompts us irresistibly to feel and to succor their

distresses.” This moral instinct did away with distinctions between men, leveled the high and

the low. In Jefferson’s words: “State a moral case to a ploughman and a professor; the former

will decide it as well, and often better than the latter.” The principle of moral instinct, which the

eighteenth century called “benevolence” or “sympathy,” was as revolutionary as the related idea

of democracy. It replaced obedience to divine or worldly command with the dictates of the

individual conscience acting out of a sense of common humanity. The leading historian of the

republican period, Gordon Wood, calls it “the basis for all reform movements of the nineteenth

century, and indeed for all subsequent modern liberal thinking. We still yearn for a world in

which everyone will love one another.”In eighteenth-century republican thought, there was an

intimate connection between property, virtue, and self-government. Economic arrangements

don’t only create wealth—they also form character, which determines the fate of a republic.

Widespread ownership and cultivation of the land, Jefferson believed, would create a citizenry

“tied to their country and wedded to its liberty and interests by the most lasting band.” Even the

Federalist Noah Webster said, “An equality of property, with a necessity of alienation,



constantly operating to destroy combinations of powerful families, is the very soul of a

republic.”In the 1780s, as the new republic’s first ambassador to France, Jefferson saw

inequality on a scale that even American slavery had not prepared him for. He made a practice

of disguising himself as a traveler among the French poor, getting himself invited into their

hovels, eating their food and sleeping in their beds, and recording everything in his insatiably

curious way. In a letter to James Madison, Jefferson described a country walk near

Fontainebleau, where the French court repaired every fall so the King could hunt (in 1785

Louis XVI had four such Octobers left). Meeting a poor woman on the road, Jefferson

pretended to be lost and wheedled out of her the details of her miserable existence. Upon

parting he gave her a sum of money that amounted to three days’ pay for labor and reduced

the woman to tears. His letter goes on to muse about the fact of great poverty and vast tracts of

idle land coexisting in the same country.I am conscious that an equal division of property is

impracticable. But the consequences of this enormous inequality producing so much misery to

the bulk of mankind, legislators cannot invent too many devices for subdividing property, only

taking care to let their subdivisions go hand in hand with the natural affections of the mind.…

Another means of silently lessening the inequality of property is to exempt all from taxation

below a certain point and to tax the higher portions of property in geometrical progression as

they rise.Over a century before it became national policy, Jefferson is proposing progressive

taxation (and on property, where progressivity is still unheard of). This might seem a strange

idea from the man who most famously believed that government governs best which governs

least. Between individual freedom and the common good there was an unresolved tension in

Jefferson’s thought that runs all through the history of American liberalism. But Jefferson, the

apostle of small government, feared government’s threat not to property but to the rights of

common people. His experience of the swollen state was George III’s England, and Jefferson

imagined that the manufacturing and military power Alexander Hamilton wanted America to

become would only benefit the well-connected few. Limited government, like private property,

wasn’t an end in itself but a safeguard of self-rule and ultimately a means to human happiness

—which was why the Declaration substituted “the pursuit of happiness” at the end of Locke’s

“life, liberty, and property.” Confronted with the flagrant inequality of France in the last rotten

years before the French Revolution, Jefferson was quite prepared to see government intervene

on the side of the poor woman on the road near Fontainebleau.In his own country he never

had to work out the conflict between the ideals of equality and small government. That problem

would be left to his heirs, including my grandfather. It has resisted most of their efforts and

continues to haunt us today. But it’s worth wondering how much inequality and how little

government Jefferson would have accepted had he known that the America of fifty-acre

freeholders would, within a hundred years, be transformed into Andrew Carnegie and ten

thousand half-starved steelworkers. Jefferson predicted that within a generation we would be a

republic of Unitarian farmers. He believed in small government because he didn’t understand

the direction in which the country was moving.We honor Jefferson as the philosophical

architect of our democracy, and yet in some ways he was a historical loser. When the ink on

the Constitution dried, the republican idea of public virtue had lost out to the more hardheaded

understanding of human nature that Madison and Hamilton enshrined at the Philadelphia

convention while Jefferson was away in France: the idea that people are largely driven by

private interests, which government must control through a system of checks and balances.

“The most common and durable source of factions,” Madison wrote in Federalist X, “has been

the various and unequal distribution of property.” The anti-Jeffersonian solution was not more

equal distribution of property but “the regulation of these various and interfering interests.”



Human beings were more selfish than virtuous, more in competition and conflict with one

another than joined together by the common good. At the beginning of American history

psychological realism won out over idealism, and this turn in political attitudes shaped our

institutions and set us on the course we’ve pursued ever since.In the early years of the

republic, the triumph of democracy over hierarchy released the massive energy of a free people

—not into the pursuit of the public good, but into the individual scramble for private happiness.

Property ceased to be the safeguard that made you virtuous and became what it is today: the

commodity that made you rich. Equality meant that everyone had an equal chance to make

money. “The market house, like the grave,” wrote the revolutionary poet and satirist Philip

Freneau, an ally of Jefferson, “is a place of perfect equality.” When commercial activity replaced

sympathy as the principle of social cohesion in the decades after the revolution, America was

launched on the noisy, gaudy, unrestrained traveling show that would astonish and appall and

seduce the world.It wasn’t the republic of Jefferson’s lofty agrarian dreams, but for most of a

century it was a country in which, if you were white, the platitudes about opportunity and hard

work were basically true. Even as America began to industrialize and urbanize, to become the

society of classes and interests that Jefferson believed was fatal to self-government, there was

enough available land and wealth to create the most free and equal country the world had ever

seen, the first one in history where the accident of your birth did not automatically determine

your fate. The myth of the self-made man rested on enough truth for common people to believe

that the unfettered market worked on their behalf and that the role of government was simply to

secure equal rights for all and special privileges for none—to interfere on no one’s behalf. In

1832 Andrew Jackson, who began his career in the part of Tennessee where my grandfather

grew up, a region fertile with champions of popular democracy, vetoed the rechartering of the

Bank of the United States, declaring: “It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often

bend the acts of government to their selfish purposes.… If it would confine itself to equal

protection, and, as Heaven does its rains, shower its favors alike on the high and the low, the

rich and the poor, it would be an unqualified blessing.” It’s difficult for a modern liberal to grasp

that in the nineteenth century government was seen by ordinary Americans—Jackson’s

“farmers, mechanics, and laborers”—as an ally of the rich and an obstacle to equality. During

the first half of the nineteenth century, unrestrained capitalism liberated common people as

never before or since.By the 1860s, the decade of my grandfather’s birth, this was ceasing to

be true. Lincoln became the century’s pivotal figure. His life and thought embodied the idea of

equal opportunity that made a career like his possible in the first half of the century, while as

President he moved national government and the industrial economy in a direction that would

render America increasingly hierarchical in the second half. He took the Democratic Party to

task for abandoning freedom and equality and embracing the cause of a caste society built on

slavery. “The Jefferson party was formed upon its supposed superior devotion to the personal

rights of men, holding the rights of property to be secondary only, and greatly inferior,” he wrote

in 1859. Slavery had rendered that devotion hollow. “Republicans, on the contrary, are for both

the man and the dollar,” Lincoln went on, “but in case of conflict the man before the dollar.”The

irony of this claim became clear within a few years of Lincoln’s death, as his Republican Party

committed the reunified nation to the task of industrial growth. Private fortunes of

unprecedented wealth would be accumulated, and the kind of small-scale competition that had

made Abraham Lincoln would be crushed. The age of monopoly was beginning.Not Golden,

Mark Twain quipped, but Gilded: an age of whiskered pygmies in the White House, ruthless

visionaries at the head of corporations, whole legislatures bought by railroads, the two parties

fighting over spoils instead of ideas, cheap labor, immigrants packed in squalid tenements,



hired strikebreakers, moralistic bombast and nocturnal vices—an age when democratic politics

was subsumed by vast economic and technological change, the difference between success

and failure sharpened, and the pursuit of private gain drowned out talk of the public good. In

other words, an age not unlike our own.“The man and the dollar” is one of those slogans, like

“All men are created equal” and “Big Government,” that contain a whole era. Everyone is born

into a given historical constellation of ideas, formulations, alternatives, and for most people

they become the four walls of available thought. Beliefs are shaped by the accident of birth as

much as nose and hair and temperament. One era thinks in terms of private interest and public

virtue, another in terms of rights and responsibilities. For over half a century after the Civil War,

the conflict between the man and the dollar framed political thinking in America, the phrase

and its variations appearing again and again. Among the Americans who would have occasion

to use it was George Huddleston.My grandfather inherited—along with family failure, regional

defeat, and an exploitative age—a set of beliefs that went back a century to Jefferson. By the

time he grew up in the 1880s, they had decayed almost out of recognition. Freedom meant the

freedom, guaranteed by the Supreme Court, to hire children. Equality meant that in theory

anyone could become Andrew Carnegie. In 1886 Carnegie summed up the spirit of the time in

Triumphant Democracy, a long hymn of praise to the adopted country in which he had grown

rich, dedicated to “the beloved republic under whose equal laws I am the peer of any man.” A

few years later, hired Pinkertons massacred the striking steelworkers at Carnegie Steel’s

Homestead mill. “A fair field and no favor,” declared the lone Democratic President of the

Gilded Age, Grover Cleveland, in the finest Jacksonian vein; then he sent federal troops to

crush the Pullman strike of 1894. Jefferson’s republic of “free and independent” men, Jackson’s

“equal protection and equal benefits,” Lincoln’s “man before the dollar,” provided rhetorical

cover while a vast robbery took place.“The Jeffersonian conviction that political liberty was safe

only where no man was economically beholden to any other died hard in America,” the

historian Daniel Rodgers wrote. By 1891 it seemed a cold corpse. Yet the ghost of the

eighteenth century haunted the close of the nineteenth, and it haunts us today at the end of the

twentieth, like a memory of youthful idealism that occasionally disturbs the torpid compromises

and evasions of our middle-aged afternoons. We may have grown fat in the waist and acquired

a lot of bad habits that we don’t particularly want to give up, we may even be able to justify this

state of affairs as our right and due, but we can’t help remembering an earlier time when we

swore it wouldn’t happen to us. The vague sense that there’s something wrong, some

perversion of the original American spirit, in an arrangement in which people can work hard all

their lives and never crawl out of poverty while others spin millions from pieces of paper—this

sense won’t quite leave us alone, as if we’ve failed to live up to our youthful promise and may

yet pay the price. We still yearn for a world in which everyone will love one another. We don’t

expect it ever to arrive, but we can’t afford to give up on it either, for that would mean resigning

ourselves to our own moral flabbiness.Countries, like individuals, bear the marks of their birth

for the rest of their natural lives. And history’s losing ideas don’t always die out; they can go

underground and carry on a sort of phantom existence, shadowing the prevailing ideas,

sometimes coming to corporeal life in strange and disturbing manifestations. Perhaps this is

true of Jefferson’s republic where no one owned anyone else and everyone acted according to

the common good. Perhaps this idea that lost when America was born has survived as an

unconscious ideal. From time to time—not much more than once a century—it suddenly

reappears, and our slackness produces a wave of self-disgust, and we hurl ourselves into

reform.One such moment came around the time that George Huddleston, having peddled

goods from a horse-drawn wagon for six years, scraped together his earnings of $500 and put



himself through nine months of law school at Cumberland University in Lebanon, Tennessee.

Then, degree in hand, he left his old paternal fields like every other ambitious young man of

the nineteenth century and went off to seek his fortune, down in boomtown Birmingham, in the

county of Jefferson. He began his career there just in time for the political revolt that gave

modern American liberalism its birth. The year was 1891; he was twenty-one.CHAPTER 2Iron

and FleshBirmingham was two years younger than George Huddleston, and they came of age

together. From its beginning, the city that Martin Luther King, Jr., and Bull Connor would later

make world-famous concentrated all the American ills of race and class. It held up a fun-house

mirror to the country’s face, magnifying every ugliness, mocking its liberal optimism about

justice and progress. Birmingham’s brutal rise in the late nineteenth century, when my

grandfather began his career there as a lawyer, explains the reform impulse that would propel

his political career in the early twentieth.In 1871 the proposed crossing of two railroad lines in

Jones Valley, where the Appalachians peter out in the scrub-pine hills of northern Alabama,

gave an engineer named John Milner and a real estate speculator named Colonel James

Powell the idea of establishing a new town and naming it after England’s capital of industry.

The lots they carved out of a cornfield and a rabbit-infested swamp and put up for public sale

were surrounded by vast deposits of coal, iron ore, and limestone. Birmingham had everything

necessary for the making of pig iron and steel except capital and labor, and those weren’t far

behind. Even before the town was chartered, an old Swedish sea captain bought the first lot for

$400 and immediately built a three-story brick bank dubbed “Linn’s folly.” Two years later,

cholera and a Wall Street panic hit Birmingham, leaving it “practically a graveyard.” The pattern

of boom and bust was set at the start. Birmingham’s arriviste pretensions would be forever

infected with a kind of hysteria—panics, depressions, revivals, rallies, crusades, lynchings. The

grab motive and the sense of sin made it a city of raw nerves, easily inflamed or

undermined.Within a few years coal and iron barons arrived, breathing life into prostrate

Birmingham through blast furnaces. Then it grew so fast that civic boosters coined the name

“Magic City.” But beneath the spectacle of New South capitalism, a precarious feeling ran deep

among the superstitious farmers and miners of the hills, expressing itself in a gloomier motto

that also stuck: “Hard times come here first and stay longest.”The city fathers were

unsentimental men whose only aim was wealth. “I like to use money as I use a horse—to ride!”

declared Colonel Henry DeBardeleben, whose coal and iron company in the 1880s owned

most of Birmingham and Red Mountain, the iron-ore ridge overlooking it from the south. More

than anyone else, the Alabama-born DeBardeleben, with his poker player’s instincts and

insatiable lust for minerals, made Birmingham the center of commercial fever in the last quarter

of the century. “His aquiline nose and a certain arch of brows,” a contemporary wrote, gave him

“a hawk-like look … There is that in him, indeed, the urge, the verve—born between the dark

and the dawn—to which men give the name of genius.” “I wanted to eat all the craw-fish I

could,” this bird of prey crowed, “swallow up all the little fellows, and I did it!” But up North there

were far bigger hawks with names like Morgan. DeBardeleben gambled disastrously on stock,

made and lost his fortune several times over, and in the end saw his mine shafts and blast

furnaces fall into the hands of Wall Street financiers. “They cut my claws, and you can’t fight

without claws,” he said near the end of his life. “When my money went I came to hear men’s

voices change, see their expression change … And I clawed the rocks.” He died in a mining

camp south of Birmingham, nearly seventy and still hunting minerals like some coal-maddened

Ahab.In Chicago, Pittsburgh, and New York, robber barons were molting into philanthropists,

Andrew Carnegie was spreading the Gospel of Wealth, but in Birmingham one industrialist

swore, “Before God, I will be damned before I will put my hand in my pocket for anything!” The



city’s leading citizens didn’t even have to pay lip service to public-spiritedness. In an age that

celebrated “verve” and “gumption” as virtues in themselves, the mine owners and pig-iron

manufacturers took on the aura of industrial Jeffersons and Madisons. “At times, when the life

and death of Birmingham had been hanging on the deals,” Ethel Armes, their enthusiastic

chronicler, admitted, “nobody stopped to think of the place as a city. It ran wild, grew any old

way.”Birmingham grafted the worst of the industrial urban North onto a racial caste system that

had risen again from the ashes of war. In the New South, late-nineteenth-century capitalism

brought tuberculosis, child labor, the company town, the factory whistle, the seventy-hour work-

week, the twelve-family privy, and the ten-person room to a society of the Bible and the whip.

When cotton fell to eight cents a bale, white and black sharecroppers abandoned their fields

and flocked to the company-owned mining villages, where pigs snuffled through garbage within

shitting distance of public wells whose water became too dirty to drink whenever it rained.

Downtown, in an alley between Fifteenth and Sixteenth streets, plantation shacks without light

or air were built on top of each other. Fifty thousand people lived in close quarters without

sewers.It was a frontier town hard by genteel cotton plantations. In neighborhoods with names

like Buzzard’s Roost, Scratch Ankle, Hole-in-the-Wall, and Beer Mash, miners came down from

the hills to get drunk on Saturday night and shoot each other dead. Everyone except fools and

women carried a gun. The murder rate was far higher than in any other city Birmingham’s size,

and a good deal of the killing was done by the law. A policeman shot a thirteen-year-old black

girl named Lizzie for picking up coal near a railroad car. Needless to say, the vast majority of

those killed were black, so many that one white lawyer was moved to write: “Cruel, brutal,

inexcusable murders of Negroes do not even excite public comment much less conviction, and

we have thus had our sense of justice blunted until it is almost destroyed, and wonder that

things can be so. It is manifest that we have carried our own, the white people’s interest too far.

Nothing else seems to have concerned us and by the inevitable law we are reaping our

reward.”At the heart of the scramble for wealth, deep down in the mines, lay a legalized crime.

Birmingham’s marriage of traditional bigotry and new greed was consummated in the system

known as convict lease. The hiring out of state prisoners to the coal and iron companies was

the pin that held together the political economy of Alabama and much of the South in the years

after Reconstruction. Convict labor—90 percent black—brought in as much as 30 percent of

the state budget. The profits allowed the state to keep taxes low without sacrificing the

spending that fueled industrial growth. Conservative “Bourbon” Democrats ruled on a platform

of small government, business expansion, and white supremacy—which, in one form or

another, was the South’s political program for the next century.Slave owners had been reluctant

to send slaves down into the mines because the work was so dangerous. Industrialists, whose

capital was invested in machinery and minerals, not human flesh, were unburdened by such

scruples. Henry DeBardeleben caught the unpoetic spirit of the Gilded Age when he explained

to a legislative committee: “Convict labor competing with free labor is advantageous to the

mine owner. If all were free miners they could combine and strike, and thereby put up the price

of coal, but where convict labor exists the mine owner can sell coal cheaper.” Mine operators

also favored the convicts’ regularity compared with the constant loafing of free laborers,

especially the incorrigible black ones. “There are no picnics, no general laying off to attend

funerals of fellow workers, no excursions.”Convict lease solved so many problems (today we

would call it a “win-win situation”) that it must have seemed like a stroke of genius. Everyone

made out except the convicts. Their daily quota was four tons of hand-cut coal, and if they

failed to meet it they received fifteen lashes with a thick leather strap five feet long. The rate of

convict death in the mines—from disease or overwork, from gas or cave-ins or fire, from fights



among themselves—was about one in ten. When they died, their bodies were hauled out of the

mines and buried in shallow graves in the woods. One convict who made the dangerous but

understandable decision to escape was hunted down by dogs and mauled to the point of

begging for death. Instead, his pursuers interrogated and whipped him, then tied him to the

back of a mule and carried him back to the mine, but he died on the way. In 1911 an explosion

killed 128 convicts at the Banner mine of the Pratt Consolidated Coal Company. Most of the

dead had been convicted of offenses so slight—drinking (Jefferson County voted dry in 1907),

gambling, vagrancy—that they lost their lives while serving sentences of twenty or thirty days

because they couldn’t pay their fines.Here convict lease dovetailed with another innovation of

the law, the fee system. Instead of receiving salaries, sheriffs and court officers were paid on

piecework, by the warrant served or arrest made. This created such an incentive to perform

their duties that every year 30 percent of Birmingham’s population was arrested. The fee

system fed off Christian piety, which made not just drinking and gambling but “the playing of

any baseball, or football, or tennis, or golf on Sunday in any public place” a misdemeanor in

Alabama, subject to a $50 fine—or, if the golfer couldn’t pay up, work in the mines. On

Sundays, the Jefferson County sheriff sent provocateurs into the mining camps to entice

workers (mostly black) into gambling on cards or dice. In the middle of the game, sheriff’s

deputies appeared out of nowhere and placed the miners under arrest. The sheriff pocketed

his fee, the state collected its lease money, and Tennessee Coal and Iron or Pratt Consolidated

put another batch of convicts to work, at a third the cost of what they’d been paid as “free”

workers a day before they were foolish enough to roll dice with a stranger.Convict lease and

the fee system made exploitation in Birmingham pathological, involving the entire political,

economic, and legal establishment in an arrangement so brutally corrupt that it became a kind

of social condition. The sense of justice in Birmingham wasn’t so blunted that these scandals

went unremarked. In fact they occasioned a steady flow of mine inspectors’ reports, grand jury

investigations, legislative committee hearings, and published outcries from conscience-stricken

citizens. Even George Gordon Crawford, president of the Tennessee Company, admitted, “I

really don’t think we ought to have this club over the unions.” But the system, like campaign

finance today, rewarded too many too well, and it wasn’t until 1928 that Alabama became the

last state in the country to abolish convict lease.* * *George Huddleston arrived in this

pitiless city in the summer of 1891, bearing letters of introduction from his professors at

Cumberland Law School and a maternal uncle. He knew no one in Birmingham. He was, he

later said, “just from the backwoods and without money or friends” and “had to fight the battle

of life alone.” In his first year in Birmingham he rented a desk in another lawyer’s office and

slept on it at night. He would walk ten miles to the nearby town of Woodlawn, collect a bill, and

earn 10 percent commission. He made $37 that year, and $118 the next. He felt that his poor

education left him unprepared for the work and he stayed up late nights reading Gibbon, the

classics of American political debate, legal texts, the poems of Sidney Lanier, and “whatever I

could get, much of which was trash.”As a practical matter he could have read less and gotten

more sleep, because Gibbon was no longer a professional requirement. Throughout the

nineteenth century, the legal profession had carried eighteenth-century traces of classical

learning and public-spiritedness—not an expert’s trade but a gentleman’s profession open to

young men with brains and ambition but no money. “It is at the bar or the bench that the

American aristocracy is found,” Tocqueville said, and law was the only institution able to

“neutralize the vices inherent in popular government.” But by the time my grandfather set up his

practice in Birmingham, law had gone the way of everything else at the end of the century and

become a business increasingly dominated by corporations. The lawyer-gentleman whose



devotion to precedent and reason reined in mob passions had given way to the hired gun who

felt responsibility to nothing but his well-paying corporate client, like the Wall Street lawyers

who helped J. P. Morgan’s U.S. Steel buy the city of Birmingham. Small, independent

practitioners were losing work to large firms and finding themselves reduced to ambulance

chasing (this was how Hugo Black, George Huddleston’s rival in Alabama politics and future

Supreme Court justice, got his start in Birmingham as a poor boy from the hills). By the turn of

the century few lawyers could say with Jefferson that law practice “qualifies a man to be useful

to himself, to his neighbors, and to the public.” The Progressive impulse found some of its

leading spokesmen in socially insecure, morally troubled lawyers, some of whom left practice

altogether for public service or else the rising field of legal education, which restored their

sense of professional purity and provided a platform for reform ideas—a course my father

would follow half a century later.It might have been the panic of 1893 that turned my

grandfather to bankruptcy practice. In Birmingham this proved a promising branch of the law,

and within a few years he was earning a comfortable living. Whenever the city’s iron industry

underwent one of its frequent shakeups, often precipitated by stock manipulation on Wall

Street, a whole new wave of fortune hunters required his help in protecting their assets. His

clients were small businessmen, many from Birmingham’s tiny community of German Jews.

Money admitted him into the circles of the successful, which in turn brought in more business.

“Self-made” men are men who make the most of connections they weren’t born with.He was

single-minded enough in pursuing his career as a lawyer that the record of his progress is

practically nonexistent. These two decades of his life, which transformed him from a country

boy with a sixth-grade education and a law degree to a well-known and prosperous man, left

behind no letters, no newspaper clippings, few anecdotes.When I went to Alabama, I learned

that the trunk containing his papers and letters, professional and personal, didn’t survive the

closing up of the Huddleston house after my grandmother Bertha died in 1974. In the

distractions of a funeral and a housecleaning, no one thought them worth giving to his law

school alma mater or the Birmingham Public Library. My only lead was a warehouse next to a

lumber yard on the seedy edge of Montgomery, where the business partner and drinking

buddy of my late uncle John, who was my grandfather’s executor, had storage space.

Unsurprisingly, I found no trunk. The records of George Huddleston’s life were gone—lost.No

one from the 1890s survives, and he was not given to the southern habit of tale-telling; so I

know little for sure. I know that after one courtroom dispute he exchanged pistol shots with

another lawyer on a downtown street; fortunately for me and their other descendants, neither

man seems to have been competent with his weapon. I know that he became romantically

linked with a gaunt, unlovely older woman named Kate Earle for about a decade without any

intention of marrying her, perhaps so that he wouldn’t be bothered by other prospectors. Before

his papers were thrown out, one of my cousins found among his possessions a letter from a

prospective date, apologizing for making him wait while she got ready but also gently chiding

him for going home before she could come downstairs. Beyond this, I can only say that he

must have worked very hard.Just a few years before, he’d written:Far from the city’s ways that

harmAnd the city’s sins that killFrom where corruption holds its swayFrom the haunts of vice

and sin …Now he was making a living off some of that corruption. Fresh from the “backwoods,”

not far removed from his horse-drawn-wagon days, his head stuffed with random pieces of

literature, he was seeing all the open sores of industrialism at their ugliest in a city whose

population had grown almost tenfold in its twenty years. He had known only the society of

“plain people,” and now he was brushing against general managers and bank presidents in

starched collars who dealt in sums of money ten thousand times his peddler’s earnings. The



roaring blast furnaces, the air so choked with smoke that breathing blackened people’s nostrils,

the slag heaps piled on downtown streets, the filthy privies and casual violence—gargoyles of

injustice leered on every corner like figures from a vision of hell. But under the surface a great

change was about to erupt in Alabama, the South, and throughout the country. These years

that left almost no personal trace were decisive in the making of the public man. My

grandfather got his political education in a time of upheaval, when the meaning of American

democracy was suddenly up for grabs.* * *In his old age, my grandfather, himself a son of

the decayed gentry, recalled sitting down to a meal in 1890 with a farm family that had fallen on

hard times. “The food though well cooked was plain; potatoes, greens with bacon and

cornbread with buttermilk was the fare. But despite the poverty, the hospitality was unstinted.

The father in his patched clothes presided at the table with all dignity. Only one sign of more

prosperous days remained in evidence. It was the massive ladle of solid silver with which the

potatoes were served. Gone the big house, the broad acres; gone the old life of dignity, comfort

and leisure; gone everything, but the battered old ladle, the relic of happier days.”By 1891 the

small farmers—Jefferson’s “chosen people of God”—had seen crop prices fall, freight rates

rise, and debt increase for almost two decades, and they had seen enough. The losses weren’t

just financial: their lives had fallen under the control of legislatures, railroads, and banks as far

afield as England. Pride and self-respect were reduced to a silver serving ladle.Beleaguered

country folk poured into the company towns of Jefferson County and got their first look at the

face of industrialism. A system of withheld wages, high-interest loans, and commissary price-

gouging kept the miners, like their tenant-farming brothers, constantly in debt, and they were

routinely shortchanged when their daily output of coal or iron ore was placed on the scales.

One miner’s wife wrote to the governor: “The company has not give the poor Men Worke

enough to hardly Maintain his family for they sell things so high in the comasary, and When the

Men pay house rent out of that they had but little to live on … Why isent one Man as free as a

nother.”During the last two decades of the century a number of futile wildcat strikes broke out

and were inevitably put down by the arrival of imported black strikebreakers and convicts. This

sometimes strained race relations among the workers to the point of mob violence. Yet in the

years after Reconstruction, the most integrated place in the state was a coal mine. The strikes

achieved remarkably high degrees of black and white cooperation. The companies employed

tactics calculated to enrage the whites while cowing the blacks into giving in, but again and

again black strikers proved their loyalty by staying out of the mines and shooting at trainloads

of black strikebreakers from Tennessee or Kansas. The unity between black and white workers

wasn’t a threat just to company control but to the ideology by which Alabama was governed

under the Bourbon Democrats. For white supremacy was the indispensable adhesive. It held

together what vast economic change was beginning to rip apart, and as the social system

cracked under industrial pressure the racial system hardened. The year 1891, when my

grandfather arrived in Birmingham, saw the passage of Alabama’s first Jim Crow law enforcing

segregation. It saw twenty-four lynchings, the state’s all-time high.That year also saw the

stirrings in Alabama and throughout the South and West of a movement known as Populism,

which threatened the rule of class and caste as nothing would again for over half a century.

Three years later, in 1894, Alabama Populism reached its height and then met its fate, in a

stolen election and a broken strike.Less an ideology than a mood, Populism put up the first

serious challenge to the corrupt consensus of the Gilded Age and in doing so drew on old and

deeply felt democratic values. Its weakness lay in its incoherence, in contradictions between

belief and program, program and action. The Populists represented a peculiarly American type

whose longing for the Golden Age of the past makes them radicals. Mentally of the eighteenth



and nineteenth centuries, they laid down the first trestles for the great liberal reforms that would

come in the twentieth. Archindividualists, they formed cooperatives and acted for a few brief

years with surprising collective discipline. Conscious heirs of Jefferson—in Alabama they

called their splinter party the “simon-pure Jeffersonian Democratic Party” in opposition to the

corrupted version of the Bourbons—they abandoned the party gospel of small government and

advocated federal interventions like railroad regulation, farm credits, ownership of

communications, and a graduated income tax. Confederate veterans and sons, they wrote into

their platforms the protection of Negro rights.The Populists were parochial men of the earth,

but their Agricultural Wheel and Farmers’ Alliance dispensed, along with practical advice on

farming methods, a rhetoric of universal justice that borrowed the apocalyptic moral fervor of

the Bible Belt. The spirit was both narrow-minded and visionary, crankishly paranoid and

bravely humanistic. The publication in 1888 of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, a dream

of the cooperative commonwealth set in Boston in the year 2000, which sold half a million

copies, inspired a large crop of utopian novelists such as Alabama’s Populist Representative

Milford W. Howard, author of If Christ Came to Congress (“unwillingly and without permission

dedicated to Grover Cleveland, President of the United States, and his drunken, licentious

cabinet and certain members of Congress”). Today, after a century of totalitarianism, the word

“utopia” suggests feckless romanticism or a blueprint for terror. But to the reformers of the late

nineteenth century, an image of utopia seems to have been psychologically necessary for them

to think their way beyond the overwhelming facts of industrial capitalism. Utopias have always

cut both ways: taken literally, they inspire fanaticism or disbelief; but they also carry the

imagination of hope, without which no reform movement is likely to survive its own inevitable

defeats and the corrosive power of the status quo.
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