
    
      
    

    
      Summary of Howell Raines's Silent Cavalry
    

    
      Overview
    

    
      
        Howell Raines's "Silent Cavalry" delves into the author's upbringing in segregated Birmingham, Alabama, and his family's political evolution from Democrats to Republicans. Raines inherited a name that symbolized urbanization and a contrarian view of Confederate history, influenced by his grandmother's stories and Birmingham's industrial focus. His parents, embodying Christian humanism, raised him without racial prejudice, a stance reinforced by their Black housekeeper, Gradystein Williams, who shared the realities of Black life with Raines.
        

        

        Raines's skepticism towards Confederate veneration was shaped by his family's Union sympathies during the Civil War and the integrated revivals of the Church of God. His Uncle Sim's integrationist beliefs in Mississippi contrasted with Alabama's Confederate narrative. Raines's personal milestones included attending Birmingham-Southern College, avoiding the University of Alabama's frat-boy culture, and being hired by The New York Times.
        

        

        The book explores Alabama's Unionist heritage, obscured in state history and journalism, and the complex racial and political dynamics of the time. Raines investigates the enigmatic figure of Chris Sheats, a Union army recruiter, and the interconnectedness of Alabama Unionists. The narrative weaves through Alabama's political history, highlighting the importance of preserving lesser-known stories like Sheats's.
        

        

        Raines reflects on the rapid crumbling of Alabama's old racial order, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and the state's political landscape. He reconstructs his grandfather's political biography, revealing subtle resistance to segregationist culture. The book examines the Confederate leadership's struggle with forced enlistment and racial demagoguery, and the role of the Southern Claims Commission in compensating Southern Unionists.
        

        

        Raines traces his family's Unionist history, critiquing biases of earlier historians and the Confederate-centric view of Southern history. He explores the complexities of the Civil War, including the nuanced relationships between soldiers and the legacy of key figures. The narrative concludes with reflections on the First Alabama Cavalry's undervalued role in the Civil War and the complexities of Sherman's leadership and racial attitudes.
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Shifting Southern Tides
    

    
      
        Howell Raines's formative years in Birmingham, Alabama, were deeply influenced by the segregated environment of the time, as well as the glorified version of Alabama history and the Confederacy taught by his schoolteachers. His family's political leanings were also reflective of the state's political climate, with his parents transitioning from Democrats to Republicans by 1948, a move that was uncommon in the Democrat-dominated political landscape of Alabama. His father's vote for Dewey in the 1948 presidential election was a nod to the family's Republican roots and a stand against the racist practices of white Democrats.
        

        

        Raines's name, inherited from his great-grandfather, was a testament to the urbanization of Birmingham and the family's desire to distance themselves from a rural image. His grandmother, a bastion of old rural traditions, shared stories that shaped Raines's contrarian views on Civil War allegiances. His skepticism towards the romanticized Confederate history taught in schools was further fueled by Birmingham's industrial focus and his own critical thinking, which led him to question the veneration of figures like Robert E. Lee.
        

        

        Despite the racial tensions in Alabama, Raines's parents, who embodied Christian humanism, raised their children without instilling racial prejudice. This was particularly significant during the period following the 1954 Supreme Court school decision and the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott. The hiring of Gradystein Williams, a Black housekeeper, played a pivotal role in shaping Raines's views on race. Williams shared with Raines the harsh realities of Black life in Birmingham, including the tragic death of a teenage boy and the story of Emmett Till, as well as everyday aspects of life in the Black community. With Raines's siblings away at college, he formed a close bond with Williams, who became a significant figure in his life by sharing insights that were typically hidden from white children.
        

        

        Raines recalls an incident at his grandparents' house where a relative objected to Williams eating with the family. However, his grandfather insisted on treating her with respect. This event, along with a political conversation with his grandfather, revealed the less rigid racial attitudes in the Appalachian region, as discussed by Imani Perry in her award-winning book "South Toward History." The region's history of Unionist sentiment during the Civil War influenced these attitudes.
        

        

        Raines also confronts his childhood religious prejudice, having been embarrassed by his family's affiliation with the Church of God. He later realized that the Church played a significant role in protecting him from racist indoctrination, contrasting with other denominations that supported segregation. The Church of God's integrated revivals and subtle resistance to segregation laws had a lasting impact on Raines, despite his earlier shame.
        

        

        The story of Raines's ancestors, who were Union sympathizers during the Civil War, further illustrates the complex racial and political dynamics of the time. His great-grandfather, John Best, advised his son to join the Union forces, a decision that reflected the family's lack of Confederate loyalty. The Church of God's history of racial inclusivity, despite later segregation in some congregations, continued to influence Raines, as he recalls integrated services and revival meetings from his childhood in Birmingham.
        

        

        In Mississippi's deeply segregated society, Howell Raines's Uncle Sim, a white preacher who believed in racial brotherhood, was an anomaly. Raines's familial connections to this integrationist tradition, dating back to the early 20th century, were obscured in Alabama's history and journalism. His sister, Mary Jo, recalled integrated meetings at the Church of God and a family friend who brought Black visitors to their community, highlighting the progressive stance of some white southerners. Sister Mitchell, a figure from Raines's childhood, represented the older generation of Church of God women and died in 1954, having outlived her husband who, along with Uncle Sim, started the campground near Raines's church.
        

        

        Raines reflects on the rapid crumbling of Alabama's old racial order during his youth, which was not fully understood at the time. The 1964 Civil Rights Act brought immediate and significant social changes, including desegregation of public spaces. Raines's personal milestones were his enrollment at Birmingham-Southern College in 1961 and his hiring by The New York Times in 1978. His father likened Raines's move to The New York Times to being called up to the major leagues in baseball.
        

        
 Raines avoided the University of Alabama's privileged frat-boy culture thanks to attending Birmingham-Southern College, which was progressing towards modernity.
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