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The Past is the Present. As Usual.
abolished in Kansas as more
northerners than southerners
made their way into Kansas.
But when the symbolic
Americans at their best are
becomes the real, symbolic
a pragmatic “can do” folk, be it
concessions, such as what the
“Yankee ingenuity” or good old
South was seeking since the
fashioned “get ‘r done.” We are
days of John C. Calhoun,
at our worst when we stray
become in the minds of many
from this pragmatic bent into
northerners very real and very
the misty fields of sacerdotal
dangerous concessions. And so
ideology, which is to say when
to quote Father Abraham, “the
we ascribe to our pet ideologies
war came.”
a sacred nature, and confer a
For a time it was a
sainthood, or at the very least,
restrained war, a war waged by
a priestly ordination upon our
people who were on the whole
favored ideologues. In the
Christian, through the states
antebellum period, abolitionist
and a federal government,
ideology exercised over the
under most of the provisions,
course of time a profound effect
laws, and customs that
upon the Yankee mind. More
governed the prosecution of
and more northerners, even
conflicts. As the war prothose whom the abolitionists
gressed, civilized restraints lost
annoyed, came to accept the
their hold upon the war lords of
idiocy of the “slave power
the North. But with the
conspiracy.” For the innocent
exceptions of Kentucky and
and uninitiated, this conMaryland, where brother
spiracy theory asserted that
literally fought brother, and the
southern slaveholders were
Missouri—Kansas border, the
planning to use the powers of
war was mostly a war between
the federal government to
the states. Where symbol most
expand slavery into the
ardently challenged reality, the
territories and throughout the
frontiers and borders of the
Union. Once this was
Southland, that is where civil
accomplished, free white labor
fire-eaters and pro-slavery
war reigned.
would be degraded, and the
apologists began to play the same
Which brings us to the
stout wheat farmers of the
sort of game, but they were very
present day. The controversy
Midwest would find themselves
much Johnny-come-latelies; the
surrounding the confirmation
enslaved. Of course this was
most extreme pro-slavery folk
of Judge Brett Kavanaugh to
nonsense.
were also viewed by many in the
the Supreme Court illustrates
During the crisis of the
South as an eccentric minority.
that left-leaning Americans are
1850s Southerners did insist
Also, the South’s politicians were once again embracing the
on being allowed equal access asking for a symbolic concession
symbolic over the real. In my
to the territories, which did
on the territories issue. Which is view, some of us on the right
mean that slaveholders could
to say that most Southerners
and the left had good reasons
settle in the territories with
probably understood that even if to oppose Judge Kavanaugh.
their slaves, but everyone knew the slave property friendly
Judge Kavanaugh seems to be
this was not happening and
Lecompton constitution was
a decent man and a supporter
was not going to happen.
approved by the federal governof the second amendment, but
There was a bare handful of
ment for the Kansas territory,
...continued on page 2...
slaves in the territories;
sooner or later slavery would be
“History does not repeat
itself, but it often rhymes.”
Attributed to Mark Twain

ironically the anti-slavery,
Mormon dominated Utah territory
had the most (29) according to the
1860 census. Realities, however,
no longer mattered. Symbols
defined people’s views of each
other whether one was opposing
the “Black Republicans” or the
“Slave Power.” Thus Southerners
and Northerners, who had a great
deal in common, were now ready
to kill each other.
On balance, I do believe the
North bears the much greater
blame in all of this. Beginning
with the Missouri Compromise
and lasting through and after the
war, Northern politicians
continually painted the South as a
part of Dante’s Inferno. Southern
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October 25th ~~ Sam Davis Camp
meets at 7:00 p.m., Oglesby
Community Center. The Center is
adjacent to the Woodson Chapel
Church of Christ on Edmondson
Pike, 1/2 block South of the
intersection of Edmondson Pike
and Old Hickory Blvd.
November 12th ~~ (yes, Monday)
Veteran's Day Parade. Be at the
corner of Broadway and 17th Ave.
around 10:30 a.m.. You may drive
if you don't want to or can't walk
the route. Bring your flags. We
need a real big turnout for this
occasion.
November 24th or 25th ~~
(Saturday or Sunday) Our
Winstead Hill Memorial March may
be combined with a march to save
the Franklin Confederate monument. No final decision has been
made, come to the meeting Oct.
25th for all details.
December 1st & 2nd ~~ Annual
"Civil War" Show Sale at the
Williamson County Ag/Expo
Center. Help man our camp
recruiting/exhibit table!
December 6th ~~ Sam Davis
Camp meets at 7:00 p.m., Oglesby
Community Center. Our combined
November / December meeting,
the last one for 2018.
December 16th ~~ Battle of
Nashville Remembrance, 2 p.m. to
4:00 p.m., Peach Orchard Hill on
Harding Place near Franklin Rd.

in my view he is horribly wrong on
many constitutional issues. His
support of and involvement in
framing the misnamed “Patriot Act”
decidedly places him in the antifourth and anti-fifth amendment
camp. I am not sure if he realizes
that there are a ninth and tenth
amendments to the Constitution,
and his support for an expansive
executive branch gives me the
willies. Seems we have some
grounds here for a united front of
some rightist and civil liberty
minded leftists to oppose Judge
Kavanaugh.
The left, however, chose to
make a symbol of Kavanaugh that
bears no resemblance to the man.
Hoping to portray Judge Kavanaugh as dangerous example of
white male privilege run amok, the
Senate Democrats relied upon a
witness, Dr. Christine Blasey Ford,
who was unable to provide even the
bare minimum of corroboration, not
evidence mind you, but simple
corroboration, of her claim that
Kavanaugh sexually assaulted her
thirty-five years ago. Soon others,
even less credible than Dr. Ford,
came forth from the woodwork
alleging even more terrible and
criminal behavior on the part of
Kavanaugh in his high school and
college days. Senate Democrats
ran with it, and soon Judge
Kavanaugh found himself the new
symbol of evil, white male,
patriarchy running wild and on the
loose. Senator Susan Collins is spot
on when she suggested that
Kavanaugh is far more moderate
than many on the left believe. That
does not matter. What matters to
the left, with their threats of
impeachment, violence, “resistance,” etc. is not who Kavanaugh
is, but what he symbolizes in their
minds. The Democrats have moved
beyond the politics of personal
destruction to a politics of hate,
and in the political climate of hate,

symbol will always trump reality.
What the Kavanaugh case
illustrates for the larger political
and cultural picture is disturbing.
The dividing lines in America no
longer run along the Mason and
Dixon, the Ohio River, and the
southern border of Missouri. The
division occurs as a blue archipelago of metropolitan areas in a
sea of rural red. It is now a replay
of court versus country. If the
current trend continues and the left
remains committed to the politics of
symbol and hate, God forbid, we
have an excellent historical
example of what it might look like if
the left makes good on its threats of
violence. The example is America’s
first true civil war, the brutal
conflict in South Carolina during
the American Revolution. There
were few niceties and a plethora of
atrocities fueled by hatred
committed by both the patriot and
loyalist. As they say in the low
country of that gallant little state, it
was not pleasant. Let us pray the
same fate does not await us all. ~
John Devanny

In some ways, historians are
like anyone else: they hate to make
mistakes. But if you write enough,
sooner or later, you will make a
mistake—I assure you. I certainly
have, but I have been more
fortunate than most. Sometimes,
mistakes benefit you. What I
suppose are my two most significant errors to date came more than
two decades apart, and both had
overall positive results.
In the late 1980s, I wrote a
book entitled Hitler’s Legions. In it,
I accepted as fact a U.S. Army
intelligence report which stated
Generalleutnant Josef Folttmann
was killed near Belfort Gap in

November 1944. (I was just starting
out as a historian in those days and
the report was written by the same
intelligence officers who gave us the
Battle of the Bulge three weeks
later, but I did not take that into
consideration.) Shortly after
Legions was published, FriedrichTheodor von Stauffenberg wrote to
me, corrected me, and informed me
that Hans Oschmann was the
general who was killed in the battle
in question. When I asked him if he
was sure, Stauffenberg sent me a
copy of a book General Folttmann
wrote in 1957—13 years after I
killed him off. It listed Oschmann
as killed on the date I cited.
This turned out to be perhaps
the most fortunate professional
mistake anyone ever made.
Friedrich and I corresponded,
became good friends, finally met,
and even wrote a book together.
When he realized his last illness
would be fatal, he sent me his
papers, as well as three unpublished manuscripts by General der
Panzertruppen Hans Eberbach. I
used the Eberbach manuscripts as
the basis of a book and have mined
the Stauffenberg Papers for more
than 20 years.
My latest literary faux pas also
turned out to be beneficial. In Bust
Hell Wide Open: The Life of Nathan
Bedford Forrest, I wrote that Dr.
George Peters murdered General
Earl Van Dorn because he was
fooling around with Peters’ wife. It
turns out that this is not true. In
her book Where Elephants Fought,
Ms. Bridget Smith proved definitively that Peters shot Van Dorn
because he was in an elicit affair
with Peters’ 19-year-old daughter—
at the same time he was having
intimate relations with her mother!
(Dr. Peters would have been doubly
enraged had he known that his
daughter was pregnant at the time.)
I don’t feel too penitent about
this particular mistake. Some of the
giants in the field committed the
same error. I won’t mention any
names, but I bet are some very
distinguished historians are
reading this with a little egg on
their faces. On the other hand, my
mistake also had a benefit for me. It
led me to attend one of Ms. Smith’s
presentations, and I found her to be
a brilliant, entertaining, and

extremely well-informed public
speaker. She lived near Spring Hill,
Tennessee, where General Van
Dorn was murdered, and as a
young lady heard rumors that the
“official” story was not exactly
accurate. It took her many years to
run down the entire true account,
partially because some of the
surviving members of the Van Dorn
family did not want the truth of the
scandal uncovered. How she did it
is discussed in Where Elephants
Fought, and the details are
impressive but would require too
much space to recount here.
Looking back on it, the logic
behind Ms. Smith’s conclusions
concerning Dr. Peters’ motives is
unassailable. The author indicates
that Mrs. Peters was beautiful,
promiscuous, and possibly a
nymphomaniac. Had the doctor—
who was much older than she—
killed every man who took an
amorous interest in his spouse, he
would have been a mass murderer.
It is natural, I suppose, that
General Van Dorn would fall into a
dangerous and eventually deadly
situation of this nature. The general
was a youthful, handsome, and
dashing cavalryman with a
wandering eye. Nicknamed “the
Terror of Ugly Husbands,” he
already had three illegitimate
children before he wore the gray. He
was also fearless and often heedless
of risks, sometimes to the point of
rashness, both on and off the
battlefield.
Ms. Smith presented her
research in a book entitled Where
Elephants Fought: A Story of
Murder and Intrigue During the
Civil War. She fictionalized some of
the conversations (we don’t know
the exact words they used) and
Mrs. Peters’ diary, in the same way
Alex Haley used his ancestors’
conversations and recollections
(which do not exist) in Roots.
Where Elephants Fought remains
focused throughout on the goal of
presenting a historically accurate
portrayal, much like E. Prioleau
Henderson did in Autobiography of
Arab or Huger William Johnstone
did in his Truth of the War
Conspiracy of 1861. Sergeant
Henderson used the “autobiography” of his horse to present insights
and an accurate portrayal of the

2nd South Carolina Cavalry and its
mounts. Johnstone brings out
important information concerning
Lincoln’s successful effort to start a
war with the Confederacy while
simultaneously maneuvering the
South into firing the first shot, so
he and his myrmidons could blame
the Confederacy for starting the
conflict. Johnstone documents
everything he says, but the literary
device he uses is a conversation
between himself and his sword.
Similarly, in his novel Uncle
Seth Fought the Yankees, James
Ronald Kennedy used a fictitious
Uncle Seth and his fictitious family
to tell true stories about the war, its
causes, and its consequences.
Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the
Wind is one of the most important
Civil War books ever written,
although it can only be found in the
fiction section of the library.
Likewise, Smith uses the literary
tool of Mrs. Peters’ fictitious diary to
convey relevant information and to
move the story forward in a most
interesting and thought-provoking
way. The point is this: historians
should not dismiss valuable books
out of hand just because they are
novels. Historical truths should be
carefully examined and culled from
the fictitious literary devices
employed by people like Henderson
and Johnstone, Kennedy, Mitchell,
and Smith. In this manner, both
the reader and historian can glean
a great deal about the past.
Unfortunately, the reverse is
also true: certain “histories” of the
war contain so much misinformation and “facts” that aren’t true that
they should be on the shelf next to
Roots or Gone With the Wind in the
fiction section, not in the nonfiction wing of the local public
library That discussion, however, is
beyond the scope of this review.
Bridget Smith uses fiction as
an instrument to bring her book to
life, and she does so in a brilliant
manner. It is not a dry recount of
historical facts, but is a swiftly
paced and exciting story of love,
sex, infidelity, and intrigue. It is
also the finest piece of forensic
history I have ever read. It also
carries the story beyond the murder
and tells how Dr. Peters escaped,
was later captured by Confederate
forces, and how the murder charges

against him were dismissed. She also sheds light on
the cover-up of the motives for the murder and how it
impacted the family for generations. Finally, Where
Elephants Fought reminds us that adultery and the
seduction of vulnerable young women are not good
ideas, especially if the girl involved has a father who
knows how to shoot.
The grave of Earl Van Dorn is located in a lonely
corner of the Wintergreen Cemetery, Port Gibson,
Mississippi, and is not easy to find. He was originally
buried in Alabama, where his wife did not attend his
funeral. Neither his wife nor any other member of his
own family is buried near him. ~ Samuel W. Mitcham
Work continues at Winstead Hill, this time in site
preparation for the coming Florida monument.
Br'er Gene reports a backhoe rental was required to
dig out the mound of gravel, tree roots, and a
stump which all had to go before the foundation
could be laid. See before and after photos below.
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