Civil War

By Robert Ginnaven


Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether the heck we will ever get past this division that has crippled our Country for so long.  Will we ever escape the legend of Robert E. Lee, whose portrait hangs proudly over the couch in my cousin’s living room?   My thirteen-year-old son recently killed his first deer at my cousin’s cabin over around Ravenden Springs, exceeding his father’s record by one.  Along for the trip was Sgt. Catt, my cousin’s near ninety-year-old father-in-law who is acclaimed for having been Gen. Patton’s cook during World War II, and a banker and   insurance salesman who are close friends of my cousin from over around Marion way.  Before his friends arrived, my cousin told his “left-wing” cousin to keep my mouth shut about politics.  He said his banker friend was a single-issue kind of guy, and that I was particularly not to bring up abortion.  You see, my cousin and I spend a lot of time together.  We talk a lot.  When he came to live with us after his father died we grew to fight and love like brothers.  We hail from farmers and are country people at heart.  We love the land.  We love our freedom.  We believe that if you draw a line down the middle of a piece of paper and list all of the things we have in common on one side, and all the things we disagree over on the other, the list always comes out lopsided.  Why, then, does he consider me the left wing to his right?  I begrudgingly agreed to his demand.  


I couldn’t help myself, however, when late into the night while circled around the campfire the banker friend put it on the table.  It wasn’t my fault, but there it was and I wasn’t about to let it roll off before putting in my two cents.  “In other words,” I asked him, “you think abortion is murder?”  “That’s right,” he says.  My cousin was trying to change the subject. I persisted, “Are you in favor of the death penalty?”  “Yes,” he said.  How do you justify killing an adult, but condemn killing a fertilized egg?”  “That’s simple,” he said, “The adult committed a horrible crime for which he must be punished by death.”  

I supposed that it was simple, at least to him. I only wish it were so simple for me.  Somehow I can’t bring myself to believe that the government should be in charge of deciding who lives or dies.  Maybe my concern is that I just don’t trust the government to get it right every time.  Maybe it is a part of our responsibility in a free society to exercise that freedom without being told how to do so by our government.  I guess that’s why I get a little queasy whenever some new law is proposed that chips away our liberty.  Knowing I wasn’t going to cash in with the banker, I asked whether he thought we might have more in common than we realized.  We ended up agreeing on about everything we could think of, from families to food and from pleasure to pain.  Why, I wondered, is our country so divided if we have so much in common?  Underneath it all, I think I know the answer.

It is the race card, of course, and nobody plays it better than White Southern males.  And it doesn’t really matter which race.  If it’s not white, it’s not right.  To the Southern White male there must be a boogeyman to explain what is wrong with their world.  Refusing to believe they would be betrayed by one of their own, the good ole boy network quietly maintains power over their old world order which is increasingly threatened by the one thing that they are unwilling to accept:  Tolerance.  Are you Southern?  Are you white?  Are you offended by my conclusion?  If so, ask yourself when you last used the “N” word, or allowed someone else to use it in your presence without comment.  

Sgt. Catt used the “N” word while we were sitting at the kitchen table.  Before then he and I had been a team, fighting against my cousin and his “right-wing” friends during our weekend of deer hunting and unintended political discussions.  He sensed my concern at his use of the word, and segued into the story of his encounter over sixty years ago with two captains while walking back to his barracks from the mess hall.  In a few days he would be shipped overseas to land on the beach at Normandy.  Only one of the captains was white.  As he passed the two captains, he said something inside him boiled and he resisted the required salute he had just recently learned to deliver to his superiors.  The black captain called him down and young Private Catt turned to attention.  “You are not saluting me,” he snapped, “You are saluting the United States of America.”  Sgt. Catt smiled at me as he confessed, “I never got no education.  I’d never been away from home before.”  

It takes a big man to admit his ignorance.  What is your excuse? 
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