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Some Perils and Pleasures of Local History

Benedetto Croce famously reminded the historical profession that “All history is contemporary history.” A case could be made also that all history is local history – somewhere. When studies illuminating the history of a specific locale are researched by the standards of the discipline and presented in a scholarly format and context, however, they may well evade the notice of general readers who identify with that locale. Worse, scholarly analysis can be perceived as a threat to local identity or to an influential subset of identity. Thereby opportunities are missed for engaging the community with its past and with its historic role in regional, national and even international developments. 

On the other hand, as a genre of “popular history,” rigidly researched studies presented as local history and written for the general reader can be a matrix for a multitude of benefits. These benefits can accrue to families of long residence who see the local history as their history, to some of their children living elsewhere, (ready to see the place of their roots with fresh eyes), and to newcomers curious about what they have moved into. Inclusive local history brings into the discussion communities and groups whose history has been absent or marginal in prior discourse. The historian stands to benefit from the conversation she has opened, especially if she lives in the area, so that the discussion can be ongoing.

Myriad realities, however, could convince the local historian to leave town before his publication hits the streets. Among these perils are family and class pride; the strength of orally preserved details, some of which may not match contemporary documentation; received formulations of patriotism and civic honor; and ideologies ingrained by generations of textbooks that were framed by marketing concerns.

I am convinced that well-wrought local history is scholarly by the fact that it is well-wrought history. It can be popular, and when it is, it benefits the nation as well as the locale. Also, it enhances the public perception of the historian’s role and contributes to the future of the profession. 

My own overarching research interest involves loyalists in the southern colonies during the American Revolution and the migration of hundreds of them after the war. Early in my career, the topic had me doing local history in eastern Canadian communities, and I continue to do so. That is where I learned how and where to search out the lives of obscure people who left little or nothing in the way of personal records. When I publish articles treating communities in Nova Scotia or New Brunswick, I am not there to face the responses of the readers. So far, only the readers who have liked my work have contacted me. When I go there and interact with people, I leave the country soon afterwards and run no risk of outlasting their good manners.

It is different when one researches and publishes about events that happened where one actually lives. In the late 1990s I was asked to do a history of the county where I live: Alamance County, North Carolina. Since the area was part of what in the 18th century was called the “southern backcountry,” where most of the migrating loyalists I study had lived before the Revolution – and because historians tend to get interested in whatever history we can get to – I did not put up a fight, though it was something I had never thought of doing. The book was published in 1999, but I’m still researching and writing about topics I got interested in while researching it. All this was in spite of graduate school warnings from “Mr. North Carolina History” himself, the late Hugh Lefler. Among his many volumes, he too had collaborated on a history of the county where he lived. 

As I recall, Dr. Lefler said something like: if you do local history, the nature of the sources will drive you crazy, and then people will hate you for reasons that have nothing to do with you. Newspapers will distort what you write in order to stir up controversy and sell papers, you will be waked in the middle of the night by unpleasant phone calls or worse. Just don’t do it; it’s not worth the grief. He could have added: also it will not advance your career, because other academic historians will think you don’t know how to do history if you are bothering with local stuff. Taking Lefler’s advice to its logical conclusion would mean this: let the local people write local history they way they want it to be, and let them fight their own fights. Don’t get yourself dirty in the local muck. I have not taken his advice and I’m not even sure he meant it for more than a warning.

The local muck can be the stuff of real history. Its scope need not be limited to the local area but can embody, and improve, broader narratives. But here is my caveat: people who have no grasp of national or regional history must view the history of their area as a closed circle of interest only to locals. That is one thing that makes locals a tough audience and a reluctant readership.

The local muck in Alamance County is no richer than in other areas, but there are several points at which local events form dramatic episodes that can inform the nation’s story wherever they are disseminated. Some of the events were at moments of national crisis: the Revolutionary Era and in that turbulent continuum running through the late antebellum period and the end of “Reconstruction.” Other local developments have turning points that are not part of a national crisis but form a regional narrative with national impact; I am thinking particularly of the textile industry. It began its shift from New England to the South in Alamance County in the 1830s. The lion’s share there belongs to one family, who built a textile empire after the Civil War. That success story has long been disseminated and, indeed, may still be the first thing that comes to mind when Alamance County people think about their history. (That was the only thing that came up when I began asking local people about their history in the 1990s). But the history of textile workers: no one talked about that and only a few knew. That has changed dramatically in the past 30 years. I had little to do with the change but to applaud it.

Where I have got into some unpleasantness and gratification has been with a Revolutionary battle, a pre-Civil War mass emancipation, and a Reconstruction figure. All these were extremely controversial before I got into them. 

It is not appropriate today to go into my research for these events or tell their whole stories. I will lift a few aspects encountered in them:

· The Reputation of “’Poor me’ John” a.k.a. “Old Shad Bucket”

· The Person at the End of the Noose

· Moving a Battle

The description “Old Shad Bucket” was one of several derisive terms that pro-slavery neighbors used for John Newlin, a Quaker, tanner and eventually spinning mill owner who died in 1867. With some of his neighbors, Newlin long was active in the American Manumission Society, and he did not care who knew it. After his death, the families who had lost a long set of litigation against him fostered a reputation of Newlin as a cunning deceiver: a comforter of wealthy widows (“poor me”) who willed their goods to him. The only widow who willed him anything was Sarah Freeman, who made her will and died in the 1830s. She willed him about 40 enslaved people because of the difficulties of manumitting people. (Some explanation here). She and her first husband (Foust) had initially pursued manumission, and when Foust died and she married again (Freeman) she and her husband made a prenuptial contract keeping their property separate. Her property included the enslaved people. Her new husband supported her manumission intention and cooperated with Newlin following her death. Her will left the enslaved people to Newlin with the understanding that he would take them to a free state and manumit them there.

I learned these events from the records of the law suits, wherein the relatives of her first husband (Foust) challenged the will several times on many different grounds. The litigation went on for more than a decade. During that time, Newlin listed himself as the owner of the slaves when the census-taker came around, and he used them to dig a new mill race at his mill site, by which he could add a factory for spinning cotton.

But before I learned this from the legal records, the story I kept hearing about “’poor me’ John” Newlin had different endings: in some telling, he took the people to the largest slave market in the state and sold them. In some versions, it was his son who did this. Another version has him holding them as his slaves until Emancipation came during the Civil War. One version has him taking them to Ohio and freeing them. The last version is borne out by the legal records. With the help of a son and daughter, Newlin took 40 people by train to connect with his Quaker correspondents in Ohio. He freed them, which he could do finally after the North Carolina Supreme Court ruled repeatedly in his favor and the Fousts had exhausted their legal options. But they took out their vengeance on his reputation.

Being an outsider, I did not know about the Foust bitterness until a friend read my draft of this account in the county history and nearly lost her mind. She was not a Foust but she was graphic about what they would do to me if I printed it. It was a reality check for me. Yes, Professor Lefler was not kidding, and there were perils in this sort of undertaking. I don’t know what they have said about me since the book was published, but so far they have not done anything. Maybe because a couple of them are among my best friends, though I did not know the connection until very recently; my friends never mentioned it. On the other hand, getting the story straight and getting it out there has resulted in an “information kiosk” about Newlin and the mass manumission he pulled off. It was placed last summer by the business community that has developed in the buildings of the textile mill Newlin started, which operated until a few decades ago. Visitors and locals at Saxapahaw are exposed to the manumission story. 

The person at the end of the noose was Wyatt Outlaw, an African American political leader in Alamance County from 1866 until his murder in 1870. The details of his death at the hands of a company of ku klux have been well known all along, as they had immediate state-wide impact. There was considerable newspaper coverage. The whole episode left many records. But what no one seemed to know was: who was Wyatt Outlaw? Was he local? How old was he? What had been his life before 1866? And since there was no recorded accusation against him – not even flirting with a white woman, the canard we have come to expect - why was he the target? What was the context: what was going on?  The loss of this man’s personal history really hit me when I interviewed the bishop of the local A.M.E. Church and learned the extent of the loss. (explain) Answering the questions about Wyatt Outlaw, at least to my own satisfaction, has been personally gratifying to say the least – one of the pleasures. I put the gist of the answers in the county history and later provided an in-depth account in the North Carolina Historical Review. Many people I did not know have expressed appreciation.

The battle in question, known as “Pyle’s Massacre” or “The Hacking Match,” has bristled with controversies ever since 1781 when it occurred. I did a Battlefield Survey for the American Battleground Protection Program in 2000 and followed it with a small book about the battle and its context, and that has added to the controversies. Many people don’t like to see in print that some of their ancestors were “tories” or that some Revolutionary officials could be extortionists. I was not surprised by the chagrin these issues aroused.

I was surprised by a challenge to the location I presented. The least urgent thing to me was the battle’s exact location. We still don’t know. Starting from scratch with the contemporary sources, I concluded with a different site than the long-presumed one nearby, and since then, a third site has arisen. It too is carefully researched.

One thing I am concerned about is the protection of the associated fording place on the largest creek in the county. The ford has its own history but no protection, and it is in one of the last natural areas around. In 2009 a map for a potential industrial park included the ford with auxiliary earthen and rock structures. The suggested industrial park also included the battle site I had put forward, along with some of the area long associated with the battle. Alarmed by the map, I reminded the city of their copy of the 2000 survey. Also, I became very sensitive to threats to the area – perhaps too sensitive. Fortunately, the map was part of an ephemeral plan, representing city planners’ efforts to make our area industry- ready, and nothing came from it. The area is prime industrial or residential land, however, with close access to an airport and interstates. 

A different industrial park is taking shape, at least on paper, on a nearby tract that has received state certification. The third proposed battle site, brought forward this year, is well outside the area of both potential industrial parks – the one that remains dormant and the certified one that is ready for business.
 When the proponents of the third site published their study, they brought the news to the city council, who “welcomed the information,” as its effect was to clear away danger that the certified site might intrude on features of the battle site. The city manager was, according to a local newspaper, “especially eager to see this new understanding take hold due to the city’s attempts to encourage industrial development near the battle’s presumed site.” The manager “reminded the [city] council, ‘that’s in the corner where the burial ground might’ve been, and that might’ve created some problems going forward.’”

This is not the first time industrial plans have threatened a feature of the battle area. One of the permanent fixtures by which the general area of the battle has been know is the smaller of two mass graves that were formed after the battle.  (There were no Revolutionaries killed in the battle; the mass graves were for loyalists). An inscribed head marker and a foot marker were placed at the smaller grave in 1880, but it was removed some time after 1965. As it happened, the grave was next to a main road, and this was when industries were spreading along the road adjacent to the 19th century farm tract on which the grave was located. The owning family long since had stopped living there, and the grave marker, referring to “7 Revolution soldiers,” may have been considered an obstacle to a sale for industrial development. Perhaps that is why the grave marker disappeared. My 2003 book resurrected the grave issue and clarified who was in it. Before I turned over the manuscript to a printer, I got a very unpleasant phone call from the son of the land owner. I had talked with his mother, sent her a copy of my findings, and expressed appreciation for the family’s marking the grave and leaving it alone all these years. At the time, the son was negotiating with a potential buyer, who was unaware of any grave, nationally significant or otherwise. The son dismissed the grave and its marker as “a rumor.”  The family had a history of contributions to the university where I worked. Situations like this certainly had been on Professor Lefler’s mind. 

What happened to the grave site that lost its tombstone? The manufacturer who bought the land agreed to leave the grave site as a natural area instead of putting the parking lot there, so the grave site has not been disturbed. He removed the remains of a 19th century school, along with the cedars and periwinkle that had spread lavishly. 

There is an effort to get the state to change its highway historical marker for the battle. The marker, placed in 1939, prudently does not say exactly where the battle was, and its general location was arrived at by the grave marker, still in place in 1939. Changing the state marker would redirect attention away from the area of the grave site and the ford as well as from what I consider the battle location. I am not suggesting that the writers who are presenting the third site are doing so in the interests of the potential developers; on the contrary, their research efforts have my respect and encouragement. But the episode itself brings to the fore a serious peril for researchers and presenters of local history to local audiences: financial interest can get involved, and that means politics. 
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