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I was born fifty-six years after Appomattox and had two living
great-grandmothers who had been young women during the Civil War, known
to them as the War Between the States or the War of the Southern Rebellion.
One, a dedicated believer in the Lost Cause, immediately enrolled me in the
Children of the Confederacy. For all I know I am a member yet. I grew up in
Athens, Georgia, in a massive run-down antebellum house built by slaves.
The atmosphere of my early life illustrated Faulkner’s well-known dictum:
“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

How, then, did I become a historian whose work revised one of the most
cherished images of the Old South? Or, indeed, become one of those some-
times despised characters known as “a southern liberal” and a strong supporter
of civil rights? Do I understand the process myself? Can I understand it clearly
enough to explain it to others, as the editor of this volume asks?

The recent proliferation of studies dealing with the complications of histor-
ical memory has done nothing to make this challenge less daunting. What does
one “choose” to remember or to forget or to reconfigure? I turn to the journal
covering most of my adult life and am puzzled that events now seen as of great
historical importance hardly appear, while trivial occurrences received a de-
gree of attention that is now mystifying. What unconscious motives have been
at work over the years? The “facts,” or the “reality” (the existence of both have
been called into question of late), are elusive.

Once, in a different context, I coined a title—“History as Fiction, Fiction as
History”—and tried to show that fiction written at the time came closer to
telling the truth about late-nineteenth-century southern life than any historian
had done. The words of that title and the issues they raise come back to me as
I ponder: how much of what I might write here is “history”—sometimes de-
scribed as “what really happened”—and how much have I (without meaning
to) invented? And does the invented part tell a perceptive reader as much or
more than the documented part? What will that reader learn that I do not know

Excerpted from Shapers of Southern History: 
Autobiographical Reflections, edited by John B. Boles
© 2004 by the University of Georgia Press



myself? When I review my several bits of memoir writing already in print, I am
mortified to notice that they don’t always tell the same tale. Therefore, I must
take care as I write to avoid invention. One fiction I will surely not inflict on
you is the idea that my development as a southern historian was well planned
and linear, for it surely was not. Knowing all the hazards, I will do my best to
tell the truth, but I do not minimize the difficulty of doing so. Nor should the
reader. So—caveat lector.

In the beginning there was childhood. My mother’s large extended family
had southern roots going back to the eighteenth century. By the time I was
born, my father, though raised in western Maryland, had lived in Georgia for
nine years, and his father was known to have voted against Lincoln in 1860, a
fact that had reconciled one of those great-grandmothers to my parents’ mar-
riage. Grandparents and great-grandparents were a living presence in our fam-
ily storytelling.

In our family, reading to children began early. My father, who found chil-
dren’s books boring, began with such things as Alice in Wonderland and the
Just So Stories. My mother inclined toward a semidramatic reading of Uncle
Remus. Our sense that important things had happened before we were born
was encouraged by his stories of wartime service in France and hers of going to
school in Boston, where she had seen herself as an outsider. She spoke often of
her mortification when, at the Armistice celebration, her lack of an ear for mu-
sic allowed her to march happily to the tune of “Marching Through Georgia”
until a classmate enlightened her.

By age five I had learned to read for myself and by seven or eight was im-
mersed in such books as Two Little Confederates, Red Rock, Miss Minerva
and William Green Hill, Elsie Dinsmore, Lena Rivers, even St. Elomo—and,
no doubt, others that shared their general view of slavery as a beneficent in-
stitution, of Yankees as the root of all evil, of southern ladies as the epitome of
gracious living. My best friend’s mother, whose only interests in life were books
and her garden, believed in encouraging children to read. Her library was at
my disposal. She, like most of my female relatives, was a Daughter of the Con-
federacy, and some of her books reflected this fact. Happily, she was also well
equipped with nineteenth-century English novels and a full set of G. A. Henty.
Thanks to her I was never short of books. The only censorship I remember
came when my mother said I should not read Gone with the Wind. Inspired by
this prohibition, when she went to the grocery store I fished it out of its all too
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obvious hiding place and searched in vain for anything shocking. Could it have
been Rhett Butler’s “damn”?

I am puzzled now by the things that float to the surface of memory. As a
young child, probably when saddled with some unpleasant chore, I reflected
that having a slave to do one’s work must have been very nice. In another quirk
of memory I see myself at the dinner table begging to be taken to the movie
Birth of a Nation; my mother firmly declined. I would like to think she ob-
jected to its message, but more likely she just thought it too violent for a young
girl.

Even in the depths of the Great Depression there was always an African
American woman in our kitchen and another who did our laundry in her own
backyard. They were drastically underpaid but not, at least in the case of the
cook/children’s nurse, overworked. The washerwoman was another matter: she
had to wash in an iron pot over an open fire, using water carried from a well.
My impression was that her feet always hurt. I have a vivid memory of being
rebuked for speaking of her as a “lady.” She was, I was firmly informed, a “col-
ored woman.” Why do these moments come back when doubtless thousands
of other fleeting thoughts are gone forever?

Georgia high schools in the 1930s did not demand extraordinary academic
exertion. I have no recollection of what we learned in world history, though I
do remember that the “other history teacher” (daughter of a university Greek
professor) was said to be very inspiring while ours was not. My energies went
less into academic exploration than into editing the school newspaper, a job
with the fringe benefit of free movie passes, and into trying (quite in vain) to be
popular. In the tight little world of high-school cliques with a class structure
that would have been grist for a Trollope, I was always an outsider.

Impecunious in the extreme, I entered every essay contest that came along
and, with a good bit of help from my father, won a few. The effort to write those
essays and numerous editorials for the Thumb Tack Tribune revealed my bud-
ding aspiration to be a “writer,” whatever that meant. Had I had a gift for fic-
tion . . . who knows what might have come of those high-school years? I can
imagine what a young Eudora Welty or a Reynolds Price might have made of
my English teachers. They were sisters, known to generations of pupils as “Miss
Ruby” and “Miss Martha.” They were tall, spare women who spoke precisely
and wore Phi Beta Kappa keys on long gold chains. They lived in austere cir-
cumstances with a brother, equally tall and spare, and did their best to instill
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grammar into the resistant young. Many years later when I had left the South
and appeared to be developing a career, the taller and sparer of the two bent to
tell my five-foot-two mother that she had always known I had talent. Needless
to say, she had never communicated this to me when it might have made a dif-
ference.

Growing up in the midst of the Great Depression, I had no choice after high
school but to live at home and enroll at the University of Georgia. Intrigued by
what I read about Robert Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer J. Adler and their
high-minded concentration on the great books, I yearned for the University of
Chicago. I might as well have set my heart on going to the moon. As it was, most
of my classmates were Georgians, and most were from small towns or farms.
The College of Arts and Sciences was largely populated with middle-class stu-
dents; the farm boys, some of whom paid their room and board with bushels of
sweet potatoes or sides of ham, were at the Ag College. The term provincial
might have been invented to describe most of us. I need hardly add that we
were all white.

There were in those tumultuous years of the late 1930s a few homegrown rad-
icals: one was nicknamed “Commissar Brown” in recognition of his politics,
and, unlikely as it would have seemed at the time, several of my college friends
were destined in later years to become sturdy advocates of civil rights. At this
university that claimed to be the oldest state-supported institution of higher
learning in the country, there were in the late 1930s very few cracks in the all-
enveloping southern culture.

I had enrolled as a journalism major, but my father’s repeated advice, “If you
want to write it will be necessary to know something,” pushed me to change to
history. From time to time some history course truly engaged me, but not very
profoundly. Since E. Merton Coulter gave me A’s, either I adopted his view of
the southern past or, more likely, his commitment to research was such that he
never really read the papers he so often assigned. They were returned with sus-
picious speed. Now that I have been a teacher myself for five decades, how I
wish one or two had survived so that I could see on just what those A’s were
based!

The course that truly inspired me came during a very hot summer and was
taught by a saturnine professor who longed to have been born in the nineteenth
century. He led the class through the Victorian Age, which turned out to be so
intriguing that even his cynical view of the modern world did not keep me from
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reading and reading, memorizing reams of Browning, and finding that sum-
mer—devoted as it was to Carlyle, Ruskin, John Stuart Mill, and their con-
temporaries—to be the intellectual high point of my college years.

One thing is indisputable, both from my own journal and the memoirs and
memories of some of my distinguished classmates: on our campus there was
very little recognition of the question of race. We seem not to have been even
dimly aware of the ferment going on around us, which in retrospect one can
plainly see was laying the groundwork for the 1960s. Only one professor, a mav-
erick teaching a class called “Contemporary Georgia,” touched on that third
rail of southern politics when he handed down the obiter dictum that in a hun-
dred years everybody in Georgia would be café au lait, and he did not appear
to find this insight at all disturbing. His offhand comment is the only thing I
remember now about that course, and I do not think that any student rose to
challenge him.

To be sure the Phelps-Stokes Foundation, based in the North, had already
published some intriguing studies of what was called “Negro life in Georgia,”
but I only discovered their existence fifty years later. Nor did I pay much at-
tention to the master’s degree research of two friends who were making heav-
ily statistical studies of black life in our town. I do not think I heard the name
of W.E.B. Du Bois, or had any inkling of the existence of a black middle class.
None of the early court cases dealing with the rights of black people were men-
tioned in our Constitutional history class, though Plessy v. Ferguson ruled our
daily lives.

My undergraduate encounters with the outside world came from visiting
speakers, some of whom were much engaged with moral questions; but none
as far as my memory goes dealt with race as one of those questions. I read the
Atlanta Constitution daily, never noticing that from its pages one would barely
know that there were African Americans in Georgia. In fact, they constituted
nearly half the population.

The only questions that reached me about the southern way of life, as it
was called, came in the young people’s program of the Southern Methodist
Church, which was still separate from the northern branch, and also in the
campus “Y.” In summer camps and winter seminars I heard the first faint stir-
rings of concern for the rights of the fellow citizens we still called “colored
people.” At one Methodist summer gathering of college students I saw for the
first time an educated black man speaking from the platform.

To complicate this picture, I must add that two of the black women who
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worked for our family have remained my friends for life. How could it be that
they were, or seemed to be, as attached to me as I to them? With one at least,
who had become a school teacher, I was finally in the 1950s able to have an
open discussion of the problems of segregation, discrimination, and lynching.
Much, much later—in 1999—she told my brothers and me the story of her
eighty-five years of life, and how it was that she had come to be a college grad-
uate. “I will wash as many clothes as it takes,” her mother had said, and she did.

So it was for my first nineteen years. I learned the southern view of the past,
lived with hot weather, segregation, poverty—in short, everything that made
the South a region. I might well have grown up to be just another in a long line
of southern ladies in my family who, with a couple of notable exceptions, were
content with home, family, and church. Why did it not happen?

The first small break in the pattern came when I was twelve and went to
eighth grade in upstate New York. My mother and her sister had traded chil-
dren for a school year, believing that a winter in the South would greatly ben-
efit the health of my somewhat fragile cousin. In the Syracuse junior high
school I was an exotic creature, and with the help of my Georgia-born aunt I
played that fact for all it was worth. The social-studies teacher, knowing her
own ignorance and vastly underestimating mine, turned to me for informa-
tion about that somewhat mythical region that she had never seen: the South.
For some reason she wanted members of the class to learn about cotton and
thought I could enlighten them. A distress call to my family yielded a box of
cotton bolls, and my father’s carefully typed description of how the stuff was
produced. Knowing where the minds of eighth graders are apt to be, I presume
I did not do too much damage as I tried to live up to my billing as an expert on
things southern.

Assigned in English class to write a short story, I fell back on family legends
about one great-great-grandmother’s encounter with Ben Butler’s army. My
aunt collected such lore, and together we enthusiastically embroidered the
facts. The woman in question, whose name was Judith Booten Hill, lived in
Orange County, Virginia, on a plantation with the romantic name of “Glen-
dalough,” a place I had been taken at age five for a reverential visit. To this day
I have not turned my historical skills to finding out if Ben Butler did in fact ever
go near the place; but the family story was that when his men demanded flour,
she, with feigned reluctance, provided a bag of lime, enjoying the vision of
their first biscuits. Perhaps this story provided an early template for those strong
southern women who would, so many years later, star in The Southern Lady.1
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Another Civil War story my family liked to tell was of the Georgia great-
grandmother, entrusted by her husband just as the war was ending with $10,000
Confederate dollars, who in the sad state of the southern economy was able to
buy a whole city block with a fine house on it—both of which are still in the
family. Another template perhaps.

I should note also that my Syracuse uncle-by-marriage, Ralph Volney Har-
low, was an American historian who, during my New York year, was immersed
in writing a biography of Gerrit Smith, a famous abolitionist. Looking now at
the textbooks he was publishing at that time, it is clear that he shared what I
have called the E. Merton Coulter view of the Civil War and Reconstruction.
Or maybe one might call it the Dunning School. But in either case he was not
likely to raise questions in my mind about the history I had been taught. Now
decades later, I wonder what if anything I absorbed from dinner-table con-
versation as he examined, with my aunt as research assistant, the vast Smith
papers.

No less an authority than C. Vann Woodward called the Smith biography a
fine piece of work. Reading it today I observe that while Smith’s abolitionist ac-
tivities are covered in careful detail, his support for women’s rights, or his sup-
port for his cousin Elizabeth Cady Stanton, is barely mentioned. Did anyone,
in the 1930s, notice that omission? Perhaps my uncle’s influence on me as a
twelve-year-old was the vision he presented of a dedicated scholar at work.

All in all it was an exciting year, during which I encountered snow for the
first time, met people quite unlike those I knew in Georgia, including my first
Roman Catholics, and was exposed to the culture of a university history de-
partment (much different from the folksy gatherings back home), for my aunt
was a sociable being who loved to entertain her husband’s colleagues with gour-
met dinner parties.

Whatever the consequences of that first foray into a new culture, they were
at least temporarily buried when I returned to my southern family in the small
university town that in the 1930s was not very different from its nineteenth-
century self. Soon life was going on in its old patterns.

But I had come home, too, to my father the skeptic. He provided a more im-
portant part of my education than high school, or later, college. Trained in hor-
ticulture at the Maryland Agricultural College, he had educated himself in
economics, became a college professor, organized and chaired a department at
the university, and was interested in almost everything.
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As a student it had been his custom to take the trolley from College Park to
the Library of Congress there to read any book he had heard of or could find.
As is common with autodidacts, there were things to which he had never been
exposed, but he learned daily from new people, from new books, from ques-
tions his students asked. He had become famous as a teacher. Asked to account
for his success in the classroom, he said that if the rumors of his effectiveness
were true, it was because he and his students set out together to solve problems.

This was also his theory of child raising; in a sense he went through univer-
sity with each of us in turn. When we were grown and scattered he continued
the process with long letters, carefully tailored to the individual recipient.
These letters survive for some patient descendant to decipher the execrable
handwriting he blamed on the fact that in college he had found a job cata-
loging the college library by hand.

Though I did not realize it at the time, he introduced me to a whole range
of experience that I would, years later, recognize as important for understand-
ing the social history of the post-Reconstruction South. His work as an agricul-
tural economist took him often into the countryside to visit farmers—and
when I was a child the majority of Georgians were farmers. He liked company
on these journeys down long dirt roads, and I have vivid snapshot memories of
farm houses and farm families, black and white. In time he even jointly owned
a farm with a black farmer. As we drove home, my father liked to reflect upon
these visits—what the people were like, how they worked, why some did well
and others did not, what they should be doing to improve themselves or the
land, what the government or the agricultural college should be doing to help
them, the revolution wrought by rural electrification, the sins of the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture. Though I doubt I understood half of what he was say-
ing, these early encounters left me with a profound skepticism when later in
life I began to read what people outside the South wrote about our rural people.
Rereading now my introduction to the new edition of Margaret Hagood’s
Mothers of the South, written long after his death, I hear my father’s voice.2

In a different vein, one of his surviving letters is a long meditation on the ori-
gin of southern manners. And in a journal that I only read after his death, there
are long reflections on the lives of the black tenant farmers he knew. We all
have some roads not taken; he had more than most. In different circumstances
he would have been a great historian.

Finishing college in 1940, I went back to Syracuse for a visit, found a job, and
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stayed for six months. My southern accent, now restored (by the middle of my
first year there I had acquired a perfect upstate New York speech), once again
enabled me to play the role of visiting exotic, this time among university stu-
dents. The area around Syracuse was lovely in spring, and I barely escaped
marrying one of the young men who liked the way I talked. How would my
life have evolved had I not, in the nick of time, realized that there was much
more to see in the world than I had yet seen, and so left my Yankee beau be-
hind? From a perch in New York State would I ever have become a student of
southern women?

The Syracuse job ended. After a year working for the International Business
Machines Atlanta office, and the U.S. entry into the war, came my next en-
counter with an alien culture. I had just turned twenty-one when I went off to
study at Northwestern University. The midwesterners were extremely friendly
but not much interested in the South. I was happy adapting to their world,
which for me was one revelation after another: Socialist party meetings, the
opera, the Chicago Symphony, ice skating—every day brought something
Georgia had not offered. Study was the least of it, though I read my way
through a good deal of what seemed to me, after my experience with a poverty-
stricken southern university, an amazingly well stocked library. Any book I had
heard of seemed to be in the card catalog.

In the winter of 1943 the war was going badly for the Allies, and as one by one
the young men I knew went off to military service, increasingly I felt that
Northwestern represented a retreat from reality. Searching for something that
would satisfy my yearning to be closer to scenes of action, I found an internship
program in Washington, which, because the war had siphoned off so many
male candidates, was suddenly available to women.

Perhaps for the first time in my life being southern had an economic bene-
fit: the four interns from south of the Mason-Dixon line were granted schol-
arships by one of the New York foundations influenced no doubt by fdr’s
ringing characterization of our region as “the nation’s number one economic
problem.” Whatever the reason, we were not apologetic about the subsidy, and
we were suitably impressed by our fellows who came from the Ivy League and
seemed both richer and more sophisticated than ourselves.

The summer of 1943 was the most exciting time I had yet experienced—
wartime Washington was filled with people I might never have heard of, much
less met, in Athens, Georgia. The departure of more and more young men for
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the armed services continued to open unprecedented opportunities for young
women.

The thirty-odd young people in the intern program came from all over the
country. Some were avowed radicals, many thought themselves socialists.
The political scientists in charge of the program assured us that we were be-
ing trained to be the leaders of the postwar world. A heady thought. Placed
for my instruction in a congressman’s office, I rapidly adopted the pseudo-
sophistication of an insider and pontificated about public policy with the best
of them. I undertook a night course in economics, but it tended to put me to
sleep. I decided that working my way painstakingly through Lord Bryce’s Amer-
ican Commonwealth was a better bet.

Washington itself, the so-called center of the free world, was an odd mix of
world leadership and segregated life. It was often characterized as a southern
city. As had been true in all my academic years, there was still very little atten-
tion on the part of our mentors to what a few perceptive observers had begun
to identify as an overwhelmingly important issue for the United States: our
treatment of our nonwhite citizens. Even under the shadow of Hitler’s behav-
ior, white Americans seemed, for the most part, to make no connection be-
tween his views and our own. Every day I took the Number 90 streetcar from
the Capitol to Mt. Pleasant and was often the only white person on board. I
don’t remember being curious about what my fellow passengers were doing or
thinking, but we were unfailingly polite to each other.

The fleeting twinges of conscience I had had growing up when something
made me aware of the disparities between black children and myself developed
more force as I encountered middle-class black bureaucrats who could not join
me for lunch outside a government cafeteria. Now looking back I devoutly
wish I had somehow met Pauli Murray, the Howard Law School activist who,
that very summer, was organizing a sit-in in a Washington restaurant and would
soon be refusing to move to the back of a bus in Virginia. But that wish is en-
tirely retrospective. I had no idea that there were young black leaders whose
work was foreshadowing the Civil Rights movement or how much I might have
learned from them.

All summer, as the intern group was introduced to economics, to politics, to
diplomats and journalists, to bureaucrats and congressmen, I do not remem-
ber that a word was said about race. Yet if we had spent much time reading Time
magazine or other periodicals, we would have known that it was a summer of
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horrendous race riots. The various cabinet officers, heads of bureaus, con-
gressmen, and leading political scientists brought in to educate us could have
talked about the arguments over the Fair Employment Practices Committee or
about the riots that were going on all summer. If anyone did, he failed to get my
attention. Even Eleanor Roosevelt, who was already much involved in the de-
bates over what would come to be called civil rights, in two long encounters
with the intern group talked more about opportunities for women than about
the needs of Negro citizens. There was irony even in this, since of all the people
who were called upon to contribute to our education, she was the only female.

After the internship, and a brief return to Northwestern to write an M.A. the-
sis, in the summer of 1944 I went to work for the National League of Women
Voters. (The thesis was an inadequate study of certain kinds of international or-
ganizations. I wonder, now, how my career would have developed if I had had
the sense to take my father’s suggestion that I write about the origin of the white
primary in Georgia! I might have become a southern historian then and there
. . . but for reasons I can no longer remember, I shied away from that excellent
idea and wrote an entirely unremarkable thesis.)

As for the league, again the war had opened doors in what had hitherto been
high brick walls. The intensely intellectual old suffragists who led the organi-
zation in its first two decades had always staffed the national office with women
who had advanced degrees and much experience. They in turn prepared eru-
dite materials that were, with probably unrealistic expectations, distributed
to local league members in keeping with the general proposition: learn first,
then act. By 1943 not only had there been something of a revolution when the
league’s biennial convention had rejected the board’s nominations and elected
instead women who wanted a more democratic organization, but also the de-
mands of the wartime State Department for trained people meant that the sen-
ior staff could show its contempt for the new wave by resigning as a body. The
new president, with the usual limited budget of women’s organizations, went
about rebuilding her staff by recruiting bright young women whom she could
train in the league way of doing things. Hence three of us, all in our twenties,
took over the writing of material being provided for the edification of local
league members. We also drafted congressional testimony, letters to various
Cabinet secretaries, and the like. It was a heady experience, and one that in ret-
rospect had a great deal to do with my later evolution as a historian of women.

At the time, however, my interests were intensely focused on the political
process, on Congress and the White House as well as on the growing concern
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for international organization. My aspirations included running for office. No
one among the perceptive adults who were my mentors at that point and who
were concerned about my future would have forecast that I was bound to be-
come a historian at all, much less a historian of the South. To be sure my clos-
est friend on the league board was Martha Ragland, a remarkable woman from
Tennessee. We compared notes often about the experience of growing up poor
in the South (she too was a college professor’s daughter), but neither of us con-
nected these discussions with my future career. If she had had her way, I would
have run for office sooner rather than later. Insofar as I thought about the fu-
ture, I focused entirely on public affairs.

Looking at all this now, I see connections between my intense interest in pol-
itics and my later concern with the history of women. The league was itself the
child of the suffrage movement, and in those days several powerful suffragists
were still very active. They were, of course, political through and through. How
else had they persuaded a virtually all-male Congress to approve a constitu-
tional amendment to enfranchise women? In the process they had grown into
extraordinarily interesting people. Two of my favorites—Katherine Ludington
and Mary Foulke Morison—come to my mind’s eye as I write. Off in New York,
Carrie Chapman Catt was watching us and sending her thoughts. Maud Wood
Park still lived, though in retirement in Maine. All these years later I see myself
as part of a chain that began with Mary Wollstonecraft and Sarah Grimké, then
moved to Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, then to Catt and her
colleagues, and finally in 1943 to Anna Lord Strauss (the league national pres-
ident who hired me was a great-granddaughter of Lucretia Mott), and from her
to me. So it was, perhaps, that my early interest in politics and the political pro-
cess was never quite disconnected from my later life as a historian.

One other invaluable benefit of years with the league I can recognize now:
the vice president, Kathryn Stone—who like the president, though a volun-
teer, worked every day in the office—was a stickler for clear, concise English
prose. Sloppy writing offended her, and she combined affection for her young
colleagues with a stern insistence that we “get it right.”

Those years also gave me my initial understanding of the workings of wom-
en’s voluntary associations, a subject that became important in all my histori-
cal writing. In addition to the league itself I worked with a host of other public
affairs–minded women’s groups: representatives of the American Association 
of University Women (aauw), the Women’s Trade Union League, and the Wom-
an’s International League for Peace and Freedom in particular became friends
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and colleagues. I also learned that jealousies and rivalries are not unknown in
the most high-minded of organizations. All this was grist for a future not yet
dreamed of.

When I began to have a dim inkling of how little I really knew about the sub-
jects upon which I was so confidently writing, my reaction was to think that the
cure would be more formal education. The University of Chicago offered me
a graduate fellowship in political science. I planned to work with Leonard
White, the broad-gauge historian of public administration, from whom I hoped
to obtain more wisdom than I felt I possessed.

Fate had other plans. A former navy pilot named Andrew Scott, now a grad-
uate student, turned up with an invitation I couldn’t refuse: “Come marry me
and go to Harvard.” After an embarrassed and not altogether candid letter to
Chicago, I was off to Cambridge and in short order had parlayed my Chicago
application into a Radcliffe fellowship.

I have been known to say that I had to go to Harvard to truly discover the
South. The condescension to southerners and the ignorance of faculty and
classmates about my native region turned me overnight into an outspoken
southern patriot. In my first history class Samuel Eliot Morison’s lofty attitude
toward my most famous ancestor, William Byrd of Westover, introduced me to
Yankee provincialism. There was one literary scholar devoted to southern writ-
ing. With him I read The Mind of the South,3 The Road to Reunion, and a whole
string of southern writers of a type quite different from my early acquaintance
with the works of people like Thomas Nelson Page. A. B. Longstreet, Johnson
Hooper, Joseph G. Baldwin, Faulkner—here was another South than the myth-
ical one of my great-grandmothers.

Seeking flexibility, I had enrolled in a somewhat loose-jointed program in
the History of American Civilization within which students could choose a
special field. I assumed mine was government. The most sympathetic faculty
member I encountered was a constitutional scholar named Benjamin Wright,
said to be a demon to women students unless they came from his native South.
In the way these things develop, he came to be my mentor and would, we both
assumed, direct my dissertation.

Through one of those life-shaping turns of fate, the day after my general
exam Ben Wright was appointed president of Smith College. What to do now?
Casting about for a new director, I had remembered two truly stimulating
history courses (indeed I had taken only two; all the other courses had been
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in literature, philosophy, or government) taught by Oscar Handlin, a first-
generation native of Brooklyn who then and thereafter had an outsider’s sym-
pathy for the South. He was also only six years my senior and still in the stage
of welcoming graduate students.

My naïveté about dissertation topics would arouse a good deal of scorn if it
turned up among today’s graduate students. I don’t think I came to that first
interview with ideas of my own. Professor Handlin was curious about the ne-
glected subject of southerners who had been part of the late-nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century Progressive movement. Possibly he had already em-
barked on what would be an innovative history text and felt he needed to know
more about the South. Who knows? At any rate he suggested that I should look
into the subject, and I dutifully agreed. He came up with a few names and a
few half-remembered book titles and, with the kind of statement for which he
would become famous, added “there is only one person doing decent history
of the South—his name is Woodward.” With that he was about to send me on
my way when timidity was overcome by a sense of desperation. I admitted that
I had never had a history seminar—up to that moment I had thought of myself
as a student of politics—and needed instruction in historiography. He recom-
mended Gibbon’s Autobiography. I bought the book and was, as well as I can
recall, somewhat puzzled as to what Gibbon had to say to me. Possibly the
eighteenth-century prose and his tendency to drop into Latin was intimidat-
ing. Now, rereading, I see clearly what I was too inexperienced to understand
then: Gibbon laid great stress on the virtues of self-education, of opposing one’s
own ideas to the accepted wisdom. “But every man who rises above the com-
mon level has received two educations,” he wrote, “the first from his teachers;
the second more personal and more important, from himself.”4 He also wrote
with great feeling about the satisfactions of learning to work hard.

With such guidance, if it could be called that, I went to Widener Library and
tried with limited success to figure out how one should proceed to write a dis-
sertation. Though in my league days I had had no hesitation about bearding
various congressmen in their dens, such was the aura of Harvard faculty that it
did not occur to me to go back and demand help from Handlin. Perhaps un-
consciously influenced by my father’s example of self-education (or possibly
even by what I had picked up from Gibbon), I struggled on, following every
lead, and playing a great deal of tennis to escape my frustrations. I could only
observe with envy as my husband typed in the attic for twelve hours a day
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finishing his dissertation in record time. Anxious for something that would feel
like accomplishment, I dropped everything to type his final draft. In the days
of five carbon copies that was no mean feat.

In the fall we moved to Washington where the Library of Congress became
my venue and provided drawer after drawer of yellowed cards catalogued as
“South: American.” Day after day, perched on a high stool, I worked my way
through those drawers only to discover that though the colonial South and the
antebellum South were plentifully represented, almost none of these numer-
ous publications dealt with the period that I was supposed to be studying. Ex-
cept for some episodic attention to the Populists and Woodward’s Tom Watson,
southern history after 1877 seemed almost nonexistent. Something gave me
the idea of moving on to the Manuscript Division, which turned out to be more
rewarding than the card catalog. I discovered the papers of A. J. McKelway, one
of those overlooked southern progressives, and went for permission to his son
who edited the Washington Star. Trying to explain to him what I wanted to
write about helped me begin to shape the topic for myself. I made friends with
John Davidson, who was preparing for Arthur S. Link’s grand project of editing
the Woodrow Wilson papers. He sent me to see the ancient and formidable
Mrs. Wilson for permission to read those papers while they were still at the li-
brary. She listened to my rationale and nodded her head. It would not be the
last time that I was in the presence of a person who could have taught me a
great deal if I had only known what questions to ask. In Wilson’s papers I found
the record of southern enthusiasm for his Progressive agenda.

The Manuscript Division itself was still in its early informal state when no-
body worried much about protecting the documents and therefore allowed a
great deal of browsing as well as chances to talk over my questions with other
scholars. Someone must have pointed me to the newspaper room, and I spent
hours being fascinated by back issues of the Columbia State and the Atlanta
Constitution. (Reading the Washington Star for 1912, it was hard not to be to-
tally distracted by the real-estate advertisements where one could trace the
growth of the great brownstone city in the years just before the First World
War.) Bit by bit I began to shape a topic.

Professor Handlin may have felt more responsibility for me than I realized,
since he made sure that I went to the fall meeting of the Southern Historical
Association and there introduced me to that one person whose work in south-
ern history he admired: C. Vann Woodward. This was the beginning of what in
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time would become a long-lasting friendship, and—in retrospect—the begin-
ning of my identification as a historian of the South. From Woodward and from
David M. Potter, with whom I also began a friendship at that meeting, I began
to learn to challenge the received wisdom about the South. Both helped me
along the way in later years.

After these inspiring encounters, I might have made progress on the disser-
tation but for the fact that I was pregnant and by summer had become the
mother of our first child, with all the attendant reorganization of life that comes
with parenthood. Andrew was at his typewriter night after night, turning his dis-
sertation into a book. Washington was in the midst of the Korean War and of
Joseph McCarthy, distractions indeed. Then, in 1952, the Republicans won the
midterm election, and in 1953 my husband gave up his career in international
aid programs to join the faculty of Dartmouth College. I tried to console my-
self for leaving the interesting part-time job contrived for me by the League of
Women Voters by vowing to at last finish the dissertation. New Hampshire had
few resources for the study of southern Progressives, and we were barely there
when I was again pregnant. With great effort I managed to write two chapters,
but Professor Handlin was moved to inquire whether I planned to have a baby
every chapter. It almost seemed that way, for when the next year we moved on
to Haverford College, child number three arrived.

Three young children and no money—the dissertation almost vanished
from consciousness except for constant low-level guilt feelings. Those years are
a blur in my memory. Something to do with sleep deprivation, I suppose. Yet
somehow in 1956, when the eldest went to first grade and a jewel of a nanny
miraculously appeared, when the aauw took a chance on a mother of three
children under six years of age, I got back to work. (Then, as now, fellowships
for part-time scholars were few, but in 1956 applicants were also few.) By this
time I had a somewhat firmer grip on what research should be and managed to
sharpen my topic and find a manageable focus. So it was that one way and an-
other, eight years after those preliminary exams, I turned in a dissertation on
the southern Progressives in the national Congress. The Harvard Committee
on American Civilization declared itself satisfied, and so I had a Ph.D. degree.

Though I had learned a great deal in those eight years, the dissertation was
more notable for ideas than for detailed research; it would not pass muster in
today’s graduate programs. But it did contain the germ of an important insight:
in examining the varieties of reform in which southerners were involved over
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the years after 1890, I kept stumbling over women. The record had been there,
in the sources, all along, but in the era when nearly all historians of the South
were male, women’s important part in creating southern Progressivism both be-
fore and after the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment had gone unno-
ticed, even by me at first. Then I realized that the women I encountered in the
sources were missing from the standard accounts. This seemed to me a serious
oversight, one that distorted the history of southern politics.

This story might have ended when the dissertation was accepted but for
another turn of fate that took my family to live in North Carolina: Andrew be-
gan teaching political science at the University of North Carolina. Rumor had
it that the history department at unc was totally opposed to the idea of women
as faculty members (indeed, there was a good bit of historical evidence to sup-
port this view), but in 1959 the need for teachers was such that an unemployed
Harvard Ph.D. arriving in the neighborhood—even though female—was seen
as useful. I was soon teaching four sections of the American history survey.

A young member of the department had been assigned to organize the de-
partment’s monthly faculty seminar. With somewhat mischievous intent he in-
vited me, the only woman and the newest member, who had only the most ten-
uous appointment, to give a paper. I said yes and then began to wonder what I
might talk about. The image of those overlooked southern women sent me to
the Southern Historical Collection, where the category “women” was not even
in the catalog. However, the staff of the collection, mostly female, was endlessly
helpful. So, too, a young Duke professor who was there working on “my” pe-
riod. My debt to Robert F. Durden is large. By treating me as an equal he al-
most made me believe I was a true scholar. And, like himself, a historian of the
South.

Another piece of luck grew from a dinner party at which the other guests
were Julia and Corydon Spruill. These two remarkable people became my
friends and mentors. Julia had written what is still the classic work on colonial
women in the South, and by the time I met her she was ready to do all she could
to help me—I think she came to see me as her natural successor—to carry the
story farther. There were others of that earlier feminist generation still alive and
active in North Carolina in the 1960s: Jessie Daniel Ames, Gertrude Weil, and
Kate Burr Johnson all played a part in my education. So, in time, did Guion G.
Johnson who, next to Julia, knew more about the history of southern women
than anyone alive. They pointed me to yet others of their co-workers who were
dead, but for whom papers and records could be found.
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With all this help and my growing conviction that the study of women’s past
would change the accepted view of southern history, I went to the faculty sem-
inar with more confidence than might have been expected from a part-time in-
structor. I called the paper “The ‘New Woman’ in the New South,” and to my
surprise the all-male faculty took to the subject with enthusiasm and spent so
much time telling me about their grandmothers that I never quite finished de-
livering the prepared essay.

It surely must have been on that evening that the glimmerings of an idea for
a book about southern women began to float before my eyes. I think I was back
in the library the next morning. But just at that point my husband accepted a
Fulbright lectureship in Italy for the 1960–61 academic year. At the same time
one unc colleague asked me to expand my paper for a panel at the Southern
Historical Association meeting scheduled for the fall of 1961. So I went off to
Europe with a box full of notecards and wrote the paper at a desk looking out
upon the busy street of an Italian city. Without quite aiming to, I had taken a
giant step toward becoming a historian of the South.

While that paper was still aborning, a letter came from the chairman of the
Duke University history department. He wrote that “a young man” in his de-
partment had received an offer the department had chosen not to match, and
someone had suggested that since I lived nearby, perhaps I would come to
teach “until we can find somebody.” Hardly taking note of the assumption, I
lost no time in saying yes.5

It is hard to convey to young women scholars today just how casually a ca-
reer could come into being in the early 1960s. I had known one member of the
Duke department in my graduate-school days when he taught at Harvard and
my husband and I were his favorite babysitters. My other champion was the
same Bob Durden with whom I had exchanged references and gossip for a year
in the Southern Historical Collection. Search procedures were informal in
those days, and somehow the department never got around to looking for the
“somebody” mentioned in my original invitation.

I have often spoken of all this as luck. My husband reminds me that chance
works for the prepared mind. As I trek through my past, it is clear that when op-
portunity presented itself, I was ready to seize it whether I quite knew what I
was doing or not. Life, of course, was not always simple. By 1961 babies had be-
come young children with the concomitant demands to be grade mother, den
mother, chauffeur, and consoler as well as faculty wife and volunteer activist.

Though I was rapidly moving into academic history, my interest in politics
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had not diminished. Even as newcomers, my husband and I had done a little
work for Terry Sanford when he ran for governor in 1960 and had met some of
the young people around him. Nevertheless, I was taken entirely by surprise
when in 1962 Governor Sanford proposed to appoint me chair of the Gover-
nor’s Commission on the Status of Women that he was about to appoint. I was
already fully occupied with teaching, child-raising, and the like—not to men-
tion plans to write one book and edit another. I remember thinking, “Well, I
can do the work on Sundays . . .” So I said yes. Of course I had no idea what I
was getting into, or what I would in the end learn from the experience. It taught
me a great deal about contemporary North Carolina women, and by extension
about southern women generally, as well as about human nature. I can say, be-
cause it was the accepted view, that the report issued by the commission, The
Many Lives of North Carolina Women, was seen in Washington as the best of
all the state reports. The commission examined North Carolina women at
work, at school, in politics, under the law, as volunteers, as members of a mi-
nority population. In every area there were problems of low pay, inadequate
child care, discrimination on grounds of race and sex. Ten thousand copies of
the report were distributed through the state and sparked many lively discus-
sions of issues—for example, the deplorable differentiation in pay between
men and women, the absence of white-collar jobs for black women, the grow-
ing number of working mothers and the shortage of day care—disparities that
are now familiar but were then just emerging. For myself the term “southern
women” became far more encompassing than it had been. The subjects raised
by the commission have never since been off the state’s agenda, and that early
report is still today a useful historical document.6

As for me, the centipede might be a metaphor for my life in the 1960s, as I
tried to keep all those many legs going in the same direction.7 It was something
of a miracle when, in spite of all the distractions, The Southern Lady finally
emerged and in 1970 became, to my own astonishment, a book. Not only that,
but a book that attracted attention from male historians as well as from repre-
sentatives of the burgeoning feminist movement. Without quite understanding
how it had happened, I found myself viewed as an expert. This sometimes fol-
lows when one comes early to a field in which there are as yet few others. More
amazing still, there was a considerable lay audience for lectures on the history
of southern women—nearly all, of course, initiated by women’s organizations
or by the lone woman in one or another history department.
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About all this experience I again recur to Gibbon who, after reluctantly serv-
ing in the militia, wrote:

A new field of knowledge and amusement opened itself to me . . . which
both in my studies and travels will give me eyes for a new world of things
which before would have passed unheeded. . . . What I value most is the
knowledge it has given me of mankind in general and of my own country in
particular.8

Both the governor’s commission and the subsequent invitations to speak all
over the state helped me learn what contemporary women were doing and
thinking in a way that I could not have learned in a library.

At this point, young women will say with some vehemence, “But you make
it sound easy . . . and we know from experience that combining scholarship and
family life is hard enough without adding public service. Surely you are hiding
something.” I can only say that things were sometimes easier forty years ago.
When I see young women now agonizing over the question of tenure, for ex-
ample, I am a bit embarrassed to remember that I did not even know I had ten-
ure for a year or so after it was granted. Then, too, I had so much help. When I
began, academia was almost totally male-dominated, so it was hard to get
one’s foot in the door, but once in, southern men perhaps more than most were
encouraging and endlessly supportive. Probably I benefited from being on the
ground early; today a person in my situation would be lost in the mass of bright
young women. I was thirty-seven when I first walked into a classroom, forty-two
when my first scholarly article was published, and fifty when The Southern
Lady came out. Academic careers now are expected to begin earlier, and a
woman in her late thirties might have trouble gaining an initial appointment.

I should emphasize, too, the vital importance of a supportive husband and
children. I have acknowledged in print several times the very important sup-
port that I had from Marie Alston Lee, a black woman who came to help with
house and children in 1965 and is with us yet. Over the years we have each
raised and educated children, we have become, I believe, mutually dependent,
and in a number of ways we have both benefited from the feminist movement.
I hesitate to think how much less I would have accomplished but for the good
fortune of her presence.

After 1970, combining what I learned from books, documents, and people, I
went on to write more about southern women with a side venture into the
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subject of southern urbanization. I have never been on a single track, for
though my interest in the South has never flagged, I have written about women
in many contexts, including some that had only a partial connection with
southern history. Yet even a seemingly unrelated work such as Natural Allies:
Women’s Associations in American History (1991) contained a great deal more
about the South than is usually the case in general monographs.9 In recent
years I circled back to the South when I published Unheard Voices: The First
Historians of Southern Women.10

Now, in my eighties, I find myself again doing southern history in a slightly
different way, focusing on the parallel lives of black and white women. I first
became interested in black women’s voluntary associations in the early 1980s.
Before the Second World War a majority of these organizations (and indeed a
majority of the African Americans) were in the South. I began to suspect that
it was just these women’s groups, so long ignored by white historians, that had
a major part in shaping the growing (and also ignored) black middle class. This
interest brought me in touch with some wonderful young black women histo-
rians who are still contributing a great deal to my education. Teaching a course
on the subject of these parallel lives, first at Duke and then at the University of
Mississippi, has been at least as enlightening for me as for the students. Indeed,
I resort often to my father’s advice: learn with your students. A new direction
for research and reflection in one’s ninth decade can be mightily invigorating.

How did all this come to be, this complicated life experience? How much
was chance, how much was choice? Will I ever know? Perhaps it was all wait-
ing there to happen on that day that Oscar Handlin pointed in a certain direc-
tion and I set out to learn about southern Progressives. But what if the streetcar
from which I descended one summer evening in 1946 and there first met Andy
Scott had been late? Suppose my husband had taken a job, as he several times
came close to doing, in the Midwest or the Far West? Suppose I had never seen
the Southern Historical Collection or met Julia Spruill and Guion Johnson
(the first historians of southern women)? Suppose I had married, as might have
happened, a medical doctor or (more likely) a politician? Or had given up writ-
ing the dissertation, as so often might have taken place without any overt deci-
sion. Suppose . . . suppose . . .

But none of those things happened. It even seemed chance that The South-
ern Lady was timely. I had taken nearly ten years to finish, and when I finally
finished, the context was supportive. Thereafter, opportunities proliferated.
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Support at critical moments is so important. Good health, a decent job, a sup-
portive family—all these things matter. Only one thing is certain: had it not
been for those intrepid women going back at least to Mary Wollstonecraft
and coming through Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Jane Addams, or Carrie Chap-
man Catt, to name only a few, who defied public opinion and campaigned for
women’s rights, I would not at this moment be writing these words for publica-
tion. I have had three kinds of vital mentors: living women, women whose doc-
uments I have studied, and academic men and women. And of course my stu-
dents, who have been central to the process of learning. I salute them all.
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