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Preface
With a history book as unusual as this one, it’s best that we begin with the story of how it came to be, and the unlikely path that led its author—me!—to write it.
I’m a professionally trained historian of the United States and a tenured college professor. For nearly two decades, I’ve been teaching and researching the history of the U.S. since the Civil War, and I’ve published widely in that field. All of this might make me seem like a Very Serious Person. But before I became a professional historian, I was a kid growing up in 1990s America. And that kid, I must confess, cared more about video games than anything else. It was the age of Doom, Warcraft, and Half-Life, and I couldn’t get enough of them. I practically lived and breathed in pixelated form. In fact, I was so hardwired to my gaming PC in the late nineties that my academic performance in high school suffered seriously, thanks to wasted afternoons and late nights behind the screen. It got so bad that I had to quit gaming, cold turkey, when I began college in 2000. That year, I turned my back on the gaming world for what I assumed would be forever. I got serious about school and fell in love with the study of history. I went to graduate school, earned a PhD, and in 2013, began my career as a university professor. For the first seven years on the job, I never looked back.
Then came the COVID-19 pandemic. In the spring of 2020, confined in my home, I felt an irresistible urge to return to the digital realm. I gave in, bought a new PC, and in the months that followed, I rediscovered the world of gaming. I was stunned by how much more sophisticated games had become during my two-decade absence—not just in their visuals but in their maturity, storytelling, diversity of perspectives, and, as we’ll further explore, their attention to serious historical content.
One of the very first titles I dove into was the 2018 blockbuster Red Dead Redemption II, set in a fictionalized America of 1899. The game centers around Arthur Morgan, a gruff but thoughtful outlaw and a top lieutenant in “Dutch” van der Linde’s gang, a ragtag bunch of idealistic bandits convinced that they represent the last gasp of freedom in a dawning age of order and hierarchy. The narrative arc of the game centers on the gang’s flight from authority, but players have tremendous leeway in how—or even if—they pursue the game’s storyline objectives. Depending on who is holding the controller, Arthur Morgan might be a murderous thief or a high-minded defender of the powerless, and this identity is tracked by the game’s “honor gauge,” a linear sliding scale of morality displayed on the player’s screen. Through the eyes of Arthur Morgan, players encounter the sweeping landscapes of the Great West, the cities and small towns of the Deep South, the hollows of southern Appalachia, and the fractured U.S.-Mexico border.
In the years since Red Dead Redemption II’s release, the game has become a cultural juggernaut across the world, smashing records left and right. Its opening weekend sales surpassed those of any other entertainment product ever made before. It has now sold more than fifty million copies, earning it a spot in the top ten bestselling video games of all time (and the only historically themed game on the list). But the game’s fan base isn’t just huge—it’s profoundly passionate. Red Dead Redemption II “ate my life,” gushed one player with no regrets. “I’m not sure if I finished the game,” half-joked another, “or the game finished me.” Even the New York Times, usually a more sober critic, declared it “true art.” For millions of people, this is no longer simply a game. It has become an obsession.1
Yet I will admit that I picked up the game with hesitation. One thing a History PhD can do is ruin a great deal of historically themed pop culture, since wide reading in professional scholarship makes evident the mythology, fantasy, and nostalgia that saturate most historical TV series, movies, and games. But the further I dug into Red Dead Redemption II,
the more impressed and surprised I grew—particularly at the weighty topics it broached, ranging from women’s suffrage to the expansion of corporate capitalism to the dispossession of Native peoples. Sometimes these dilemmas were central to the plot and narrative; more often they were peripheral. But their very presence was striking.
It was about halfway into my playthrough that a big idea struck me. I knew of the astounding popularity of the game and its 2010 predecessor, Red Dead Redemption, which depicts the van der Linde gang in 1911. The series is arguably the most played and most influential American history video game since The Oregon Trail, which made its debut back in the 1970s. For millions of fellow gamers who bought and played the Red Dead Redemption titles, these might be their only exposure to turn-of-the-century American history. Hence, my big idea: why not try teaching a serious college history class that built on student enthusiasm and knowledge of both games and used their fictionalized content as a springboard for tackling some of the trickiest topics in the history of North America from 1880 to 1920? To my great surprise, no other historian had tried this before.
In February 2021, I announced my plans for the Fall semester class on Twitter, including a lengthy list of topics the class would cover. The tweet went viral and found a wide audience on Reddit as well (which made for some strange comments). News of the class was picked up by major gaming outlets, including GameSpot, alongside more serious venues like Smithsonian magazine. I was amused to browse international reportage on the class in languages ranging from Arabic to Chinese.
In August 2021, American History 383, “Red Dead America: The Real History Behind the Hit Video Games,” launched at the University of Tennessee. The course saw unprecedented enrollments, quickly filling to twice the standard capacity. At the heart of the class were my weekly lectures, which often began in the fictional realm of the games, featuring screenshots or cutscene video footage, but which devoted greater time to unpacking their real historical context. When I couldn’t get a YouTube video to do the job, we would sometimes play the game in class, such as when I took my class on a wild goose chase through Red Dead Redemption II’s city of Saint Denis in search of visual markers of Jim Crow segregation. We used the van der Linde gang’s adventures to explore everything from railroad capitalism to mythical representations of Appalachia. Students did a range of creative assignments; perhaps my favorite was one that had them compare the front page of a real Texas newspaper from 1899 with the front page of the New Hanover Gazette, one of the game’s fictional newspapers. (They found a lot more murder and banditry in the video game paper, and a lot more politics in the real one.)
The class was an absolute blast. I’d never before seen students so engaged with historical material, or more eager to do the heavy lifting I asked of them. And after the semester came to an end, a second epiphany hit me. Why should the journey I had taken my students on be limited to those enrolled at the University of Tennessee? Why not share our adventure with the larger world?
What you hold in your hands is the product of that epiphany. This book is born from my experimental class, plus additional years of gaming, research, and pondering the ways that video games can serve as a gateway to serious history. In its twenty chapters, we will use the fictional characters and plot of the Red Dead Redemption games to embark on an exploration of the violent social conflicts that convulsed the United States between 1865 and 1920. Ultimately, the book is less a verdict on the “accuracy” of the games and more a journey through the historical worlds that they frequently allude to—but rarely flesh out.
Writing this book was even more fun than teaching the class, and I hope it provides you the same excitement, drama, and illumination as it did for me. So—shall we begin our adventure?



Introduction
Let’s start with a trivia question. From which of the Red Dead Redemption games is the following scene plucked?
It is the dead of night. In the borderlands between the American South and West, an outlaw gang has made camp in a farmhouse, laying low after a string of audacious train robberies. Yet their hideout is not as secret as they imagine. Encircling their camp that night are heavily armed agents of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, a private police force tasked with arresting or killing the bandits. These gunmen know this is a particularly important mission, as they were given their assignment by the founder of the agency himself, who nurses a particular grudge against these outlaws because they had previously murdered two of his men. “They must pay,” the agency’s chief fumes. “There is no use talking—they must die.”
The Pinkertons’ plan to overtake the gang is elaborate. With the outlaws fast asleep, the agents lob a specially-built incendiary device through a window, giving them both light and the element of surprise. The plan is then to enter stealthily and shoot or arrest the bandits. But things soon go awry. First, it turns out that the gang’s leaders are absent from the farmhouse. Second, at least one outlaw isn’t sleeping when the flare drops through the window—and he leaps up and tosses the strange device into the fireplace. There it explodes in a terrific fireball, ejecting shrapnel that kills the eleven-year-old son of one gangmate and tears an arm off the gang leader’s elderly mother. These were not the intended targets, and now the Pinkertons’ advantage of stealth is lost. Frustrated, embarrassed, and fearing a bloodbath, the agents retreat into the night. The outlaws gloat at besting their adversary. “Pinkerton and his detectives can look for us in hell,” crows the gang’s leader with pride.
If you’re scratching your head to place this particular showdown within the video games, don’t blame your memory—it was a trick question. The scene and its colorful quotes are pulled not from the digital fiction of the Red Dead Redemption series, but from the pages of American history. The outlaws defying capture are the James-Younger gang, led by Jesse and Frank James. Their farmhouse hideout lay in Missouri, their home state. Bloodthirstily hounding the gang was Allan Pinkerton, founder of the private detective bureau bearing his name. And the outlaws’ outwitting of the Pinkertons was one of the great underdog upsets in the history of American crime and punishment.1
Isn’t it startling, though, how this flesh-and-blood encounter sounds as if it were lifted from the narrative of the Red Dead Redemption games? This suggests the pains that Rockstar Games, the developer of the series, took to capture the world of the late 1800s. And indeed, as this book will reveal again and again, the video games frequently excel in showcasing the contours not only of outlaw life but also of American life, across a wide swath of the continent.
But before we neatly equate the James-Younger gang with the van der Linde crew of the video games, let’s consider the inconsistencies and flaws in such a comparison. The Pinkerton raid in Missouri took place during a decade when that agency was known for chasing western outlaws. Yet that decade was not the 1890s but the 1870s; the assault on the James-Youngers came in January 1875. By 1899 or 1911, the chronological settings of the games, the Pinkertons were frying bigger fish. They were breaking strikes at factories and infiltrating labor unions, not hunting bandit gangs. The quarter century that separates the two makes a big difference. Likewise, we shouldn’t imagine the James-Younger outlaws as the mirror images of the crooked, violent, but ultimately sympathetic van der Linde gang. Jesse James and his brood were bad men in every sense of the word. Not only were they remorseless killers, but they also held toxic ideologies. The gang were former pro-slavery guerrillas who had fought for the Confederacy. They were unreconstructed white supremacists, who sometimes donned the uniforms of the Ku Klux Klan during their robberies. They were such obvious villains that they almost make the Pinkertons look like the good guys—and that is no easy task.2
I kick us off with the 1875 Pinkerton raid in Missouri because it gives a representative taste of this book. In the chapters ahead, we will use the fictional characters and plotline of the Red Dead Redemption games to explore some of the thorniest dilemmas of American history between roughly 1865 and 1920. This is the half century following the end of the Civil War, an era that Mark Twain famously called the “Gilded Age.” It appeared, at first glance, to be made of gold, but that glitter was just a thin veneer, and laying below was a rotten core of corruption, inequality, and violence. Whether you’ve sunk months into the games, watched them over someone’s shoulder, or never picked up a controller at all, I hope that the pages ahead reveal the powerful ways that digital games can shed new light on the triumphs and tragedies of the American past.
This raises the question that perhaps motivated you to pick up this book: in the opinion of a professional historian, how accurate and thoughtful are the Red Dead Redemption games—especially the much larger and ambitious second one—in representing turn-of-the-century America? This is not the only question this book seeks to answer, but it is a central one, so we had better address it head-on.
Let’s begin with the positives. In its visual recreation of the natural and built landscape of the 1890s—the architecture, fashion, typefaces, farmland, mountains, and more—Red Dead Redemption II is stunningly on point. Game designers must have painstakingly studied photographs from the period and sought to recreate their aesthetic, and they often succeed.
Likewise, the game admirably captures the human diversity of 1899 America. Though the playable protagonists are white men, this is no monochromatic John Wayne fantasy. In the adventures of the van der Linde gang, we meet women, African Americans, Native Americans, and Mexican Americans. We get to know immigrants, politicians, workers, ranchers, bankers, farmers, and field hands. And for the most part, these characters defy stereotype and the pigeonholing so common to the gaming genre. (I have a less optimistic view of the first Red Dead Redemption game, where only white men are granted nuance and complexity.)
But before you leap to the conclusion that I am awarding Red Dead
Redemption II an A+ for historical recreation, let’s turn to its shortcomings. When it comes to the less tangible but equally important social and cultural fabric of American life—how people speak, how they understand themselves and their world, what they care about—the game misses the mark more often than not. Particularly problematic is the game’s consistent asynchronicity—in other words, its timing is off. Red Dead Redemption II is a pretty great game about the early 1870s. The problem is, of course, that it’s set in 1899, about thirty years off the mark. Many of its subjects speak volumes about the early 1870s but are nonsensical in 1899. We’ve already learned how the Pinkertons had almost entirely given up hunting western outlaws by the late 1890s. But there’s much more. The Ku Klux Klan, depicted in the game’s southern portion, lay dormant by the time protagonist Arthur Morgan encountered them in the woods. The herds of buffalo that Arthur observes and hunts were nearly extinct by 1899. And open warfare between Native tribes and the U.S. government, which constitutes the game’s violent final chapter, had all but ended by the 1880s.
But the purpose of our journey together is not to catalog how the games misrepresent the past. I’m much more interested in delving into what the games don’t represent in the first place: the backdrop, the setting, the deeper context that explains the action—but which the games couldn’t possibly provide as commercial blockbusters. I’m interested in filling in the gaps, the voids, and the spaces in between.
And the greatest silence concerns the question of violence. Red Dead Redemption II, like most top-selling video games today, is known for its graphic and pervasive bloodshed. One gaming website estimated that the minimum number of people killed by Arthur Morgan, even under an “honorable” playthrough style, lies somewhere near nine hundred. (Only a handful of historic outlaws even killed a dozen people.) But if the games wildly exaggerate the body count, they underscore an undeniable truth: that the American West, Deep South, and Appalachia of the late nineteenth century were unusually violent places.3
On the video game screen, violence erupts either randomly or because of personal factors. Grudges, rivalries, or the individual pursuit of wealth quicken the trigger finger. As in countless Hollywood westerns, bullets fly during robberies, poker matches, or with an overabundance of whiskey. Yet in late-nineteenth-century America, violence was usually not random or unpredictable. Nor was it a distraction from the defining political and social issues of the day. Instead, it was intimately wound up with them. Gilded Age bloodshed resulted primarily from two unanswered questions, which will come up again and again in this book. First, would the United States live up to its recent constitutional commitment to racial equality? With the Civil War, the founding documents of the American nation were revised to permit men of color into the halls of power and governance. Yet words on paper were not the same as deeds and actions, and the half-fulfilled promise of equality spurred tremendous violence.
But that was only part of the puzzle. Americans answered a second question with their rifles and revolvers: what power would a rising capitalist elite wield over common people? After the Civil War, the nation witnessed the burgeoning might of a new corporate class whose wealth was unprecedented. These oil magnates, railroad barons, meatpacking tycoons, and steel titans sought to remake the nation in their image, reorienting lives and landscapes to serve their urban, industrial vision. Yet millions of Americans resented and resisted this project, through strikes, theft, arson, terrorism, and—yes—homicide. Therefore, in this book I hope to show that violence, long seen as the most toxic element in digital gaming culture, might in fact open a window to better understanding the defining features of modern American history.
Ultimately, my aim is not to condemn or denounce the Red Dead Redemption games for their inaccuracy or lack of complexity. I had too much fun playing them to do so. Neither is it my goal to celebrate them for their historical sensitivity and elevate them to the status of educational tool. Without accompaniment, they’re not. Instead, the following chapters will use the games’ incomplete content alongside the enthusiasm they’ve created in millions of gamers to guide our exploration of the past.
The Red Dead universe is vast, encompassing a range of titles including Red Dead Revolver (2004), the original Red Dead Redemption (2010), Red Dead Redemption II (2018), and its accompanying multiplayer game Red Dead Online. It’s best that I clarify which this book will and will not emphasize. Red Dead Revolver is a fairly mindless action game and won’t be mentioned again. The first Redemption game is, like its sequel, a dense and complex open-world game, set in the U.S. West and northern Mexico in 1911. But it favors sensationalism and stereotype over seriousness, and almost everything it does well is done better by its 2018 follow-up. Similarly, the multiplayer Red Dead Online won’t get much of the spotlight, as its historical representations are thinner. This is really a book about Red Dead Redemption II’s single-player story. It’s the most recent, most played, most beloved, most decorated, and by far the most historically sensitive game of the bunch. It’s ranked in the top ten best video games of all time by IGN, the world’s most-read gaming outlet—and for good reason.4
The structure of this book follows the narrative of Red Dead Redemption II. It is divided into three geographic parts, which map onto the basic storyline of the game. We will follow the van der Linde gang’s perilous journey through the America of 1899, beginning with their trek out of the mountains and into the plains of the Great West; then into the flat, steamy landscape of the Deep South and its central city Saint Denis (New Orleans); and finally we will flee alongside them into the mountains of southern Appalachia, where our journey comes to its conclusion. Regrettably, I won’t dwell much on the game’s Caribbean chapter, as it departs too radically from our U.S. foundation.
If you’re a diehard gamer, I hope this book provides you with the ammunition you need to prove to your partner or parents that you aren’t in fact wasting your life behind that screen but instead are learning big things. (Well, you aren’t wasting all of it.) If you’re someone otherwise averse to studying history because of bad experiences in middle or high school, I hope this book gives you an appreciation of the past not as a dull collection of names, dates, presidents, and wars but as a living, breathing thing. Perhaps you’ll also realize that today’s towering social dilemmas of race, class, inequality, and political division are the products of this history, and that the past weighs heavily upon us as we look toward the future. If you’re a professional historian, I hope this book forces an acknowledgment that video games can be powerful tools in teaching serious historical content and should no longer be ignored or written off. No matter who you are, I hope that engaging with the history in this book will make future playthroughs of the Red Dead Redemption games more, not less, fun—and infinitely richer and more rewarding.
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1
The Idea of the West
Red Dead Redemption II traverses vast swaths of North America’s geography. It follows the journey of the van der Linde gang through the cotton fields of the Deep South, through the coal-mining towns of southern Appalachia, through the sugar cane plantations of a Caribbean island, and, of course, across the wind-blown prairies and snowy mountains of the West. But in every advertisement for the game and in nearly every media review of it, only one of those regions claims the spotlight. Rockstar Games’ promotional materials promise a game about “the end of the Wild West era.” Gaming websites do the same, with IGN describing the game as a “sprawling Western tale.” GameSpot titled their review “Wild Wild West,” while PC Gamer’s review headline boasted that “the old west feels brand new again.”1
This near-universal decision to foreground the game’s western-ness was not inevitable. Of the ninety-six main story missions in Red Dead Redemption II (by my count), only a thin majority of fifty-one take place in a western setting, while forty-five are set in the Deep South, Appalachia, or the Caribbean. Why then is the game almost exclusively classified as a western? It is due to the simple fact that in American popular culture, there are no established genres called “southerns,” “Appalachians,” or “Caribbeans.” But for more than a century, there have been a jaw-dropping preponderance of “western” films, TV series, comics, novels, and, of course, games. Both the producers and reviewers of Rockstar’s game knew that of all the regions it showcases, only one is a deep-rooted genre and a national obsession.2
At the heart of Red Dead Redemption II’s western narrative is a familiar story. From the splash screen text that opens the single-player adventure—“by 1899 … the West had mostly been tamed”—the game declares its intention of showcasing a fading West, an “Old” West giving way to a “New” West. Throughout their journey, almost every member of the van der Linde gang waxes nostalgic about the era of unbounded western possibility that they believed was then coming to an end. Early on, we hear Arthur Morgan, our rugged and stoic protagonist, lament the onslaught of “more and more civilization” and his yearning to “get back in the open country, or the West, or what’s left of it, and even that ain’t the way I remember it.” The ending of an era—that is the basic story of the game. As it turns out, it’s also one of the oldest stories Americans have told about the West. For well over a century, Americans have marveled at the supposed “wildness” of the West while also worrying that it was rapidly coming to an end, uncertain what this closing might mean for the American character.
Does such a narrative make sense? This chapter explores the American obsession with the West. Together, we’ll try to answer: what exactly is the West? Why have people been fascinated by it for so long, yet so quick to declare its supposed closing or waning? These dilemmas cut right to the heart of American culture and might shed light on the strange nation that the game seeks to capture.
First off: what’s in a name? We rarely question geographic containers like “the West.” Folks might dispute the precise boundaries of their West—Is the Mississippi River or the edge of the Great Plains the eastern boundary? Do coastal cities like Los Angeles or Seattle truly belong?—but few would challenge the idea that there is a wide swath of land that should be called “the West.” After all, it’s the western half of North America, right? Actually, not so simple. When we name a place by a geographical direction, we unconsciously communicate our own bias and positionality. Whether we know it or not, we are implicitly signaling a center that we are placing our subject in relation to. In other words, directional names are not neutral.
Consider a parallel example. If you grew up in the United States, you were almost certainly raised to think about “the South” as a particular corner of the country, known for its sweet tea, drawling speech, and hospitality, and one roughly filling in the geographic triangle between Texas, Florida, and Virginia. As a result, most Americans would raise an eyebrow if a foreign tourist walked up and asked whether California or Arizona was in “the South.” Of course not, Americans would chuckle; those states are in the West. Yet the tourist would insist that those states are in the southern half of the United States, and they would be undeniably right. And the tourist might wonder: why is it that these strange Americans say “South” when they really mean “Southeast”? What facilitates this bizarre logic is the subconscious assumption among most Americans that the Eastern Seaboard is the backbone of the nation, and that all directional indicators stem from that.
Similarly, when we call a place like Montana or Kansas “the West,” we are implicitly signaling that our point of reference is the U.S. Eastern Seaboard, and that those places should be understood in relation to it. And perhaps that makes natural sense in the twenty-first century, but historically, it holds little water. During most of the past five centuries, to think of the land west of the Mississippi River as “the West” would have been nonsensical.
Instead, that swath of land had been known by a range of alternate directional names, each communicating a different spatial relationship. For several centuries under Spanish colonial and then Mexican national control, our region of study would have been called “the North”—the upper frontier of either New Spain or Mexico. The point of reference here would have been Mexico City, the administrative heart of the Spanish and Mexican states, not Washington, D.C. Then, to the French, whose colonial reach extended well past the Mississippi River but whose base of operations was in modern-day Canada, perhaps our region would be called “the South.” Or to the thousands of Chinese immigrants who entered our region, it was perhaps “the East,” a distant land across the Pacific Ocean.
But the most important directional identifier, and one that is too often forgotten nowadays, is that for the millions of Indigenous Americans who inhabited this territory before and after European contact, their home was neither “north,” “south,” “east,” nor “west”—it was “the center.” They did not define themselves in relation to some distant central power but to their own institutions, whether they were Lakota, Apache, Comanche, Arapaho, or other. For centuries, diverse Native peoples were the ones who called the shots in this region. They called their homelands by many names, but “the West” sure wasn’t one of them.
The very first inklings of a “West” only began in 1803, when the French sold their Louisiana Territory to the young United States for the bargain-basement price of $15 million. (Napoleon only agreed to this deal because enslaved Haitians had recently revolted and won their independence, and the French no longer needed North American lands to feed the crown jewel of its Caribbean empire.) Now, with the stroke of a pen, much of the Great Plains and current-day Midwest fell under formal U.S. jurisdiction. However, on the ground, Native people still dominated the region. Most were unaware of the newly expanded maps in Washington, and those who learned of the new boundaries knew they were just lines on paper, representing wishful thinking rather than reality.
American claims to their “West” were further bolstered in the 1840s. First, the British government ceded control of the Oregon Territory to the U.S. Then the Americans fought a nasty, invasive war against their southern neighbor from 1846 to 1848, which resulted in the carving off of around 55 percent of Mexico’s national domain. From this point on, Americans would talk about “the West” in roughly the same terms and language that we use today. But the capture of this territory within U.S. boundaries did not immediately reorient the life of the region toward the dictates and demands of the Eastern Seaboard. For many decades following the 1840s, this area remained “the center,” inhabited and controlled primarily by Native nations. It would only be over the course of the second half of the nineteenth century that “the West” came to eclipse other directional identities, truly coming into the orbit of the Eastern Seaboard.
“The West” had to be made, and it had to displace rival cartographies—accomplished at the business end of a gun barrel, with the spilling of a great deal of blood. And it was made fairly recently, about a century and a half ago.
Yet here’s a strange quirk. For nearly as long as Americans have been discussing and debating “the West,” they have obsessively foregrounded one dilemma: that the sun was setting upon it, not just literally but metaphorically. Americans worried that the unique wildness of the West was rapidly fading, that its raw grittiness was being smoothed out, and that the consequences of the West’s taming would be far-reaching and not all positive.
We can see this narrative in the very first “Western”: a 1902 novel titled The Virginian by Harvard-educated writer Owen Wister, which tells the story of an eastern transplant on the 1870s Wyoming range. With a smoking revolver in hand, the Virginia-born protagonist takes on cattle rustlers and lawlessness, helping to establish business-friendly order and progress on the range, after which he retires his six-gun and settles down for a life of peace in a tamed West. This enormously influential book inspired many imitators and spin-offs in the decades to come. In classic mid-twentieth-century films like The Magnificent Seven (1960) or The Wild Bunch (1969), the gunslinger heroes are fish out of water, pushed aside by the steamroller of capitalist modernity. And of course, in both Red Dead Redemption games, the van der Linde gang represents the last gasp of lawlessness that was being contained by the Pinkertons, Washington, and the U.S. Army. Same basic story, different iterations.
But the original blueprint of a fading Wild West is even older than The Virginian. Indeed, if we want to find the “ground zero” moment for this obsession, we would look to 1893, just a few years before Arthur Morgan begins his adventure. We would need to time-warp to one of the grandest spectacles in American history: the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois. There, among the sparkle and the fireworks, the oohs and aahs, was born the lasting Western myth that gives the basic shape to Red Dead Redemption II.
In late-nineteenth-century America and Europe, what drew massive crowds was not sporting events, films, or concerts but the series of world’s fairs hosted in cities like London (1851), Philadelphia (1876), and Paris (1889). In these elaborately staged expositions, millions of fairgoers flocked to see inventors and hucksters showcase the wonders of the modern era, from the light bulb to the telephone to the Eiffel Tower. And perhaps no fair was more grandiose than Chicago’s 1893 exposition, which ran from May to October. The timing was symbolic. It was meant to commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the New World.
To suit the momentous occasion, Chicago constructed a vast fairground almost two square miles in size, filled it with ornate white plaster buildings, and promised a star-studded lineup of unveilings and demonstrations. The Ferris wheel made its debut amid the lights of the exposition, alongside the zipper, Wrigley’s gum, and Cracker Jack popcorn. The Pabst brewery won a blue ribbon in the fair’s beer contest, which they still haven’t quit boasting about. The exposition sold a whopping 27.5 million tickets, which would be impressive by any measure, but even more jaw-dropping when you consider that the U.S. population was just over 60 million at the time. Hoping to see what all the fuss was about, Americans from every corner of the nation thronged Chicago, alongside millions of foreign visitors.3
Given its striking popularity, it’s not surprising that the fair would make a lasting impact on American culture. Yet it was not the Cracker Jacks or Ferris wheel that would leave the biggest dent. Instead, the greatest impact would come with a buttoned-up event that few fairgoers paid much attention to at the time: a conference of professional historians. That July, the American Historical Association, a professional organization founded just a decade earlier, hosted their annual meeting in Chicago, timed to coincide with the fair. Over a few days, a group of self-important white men lectured and discussed the meaning of the American past. And though most of the proceedings of the conference have been consigned to the dustbin of history, one presentation would have vast reverberations. Late on the afternoon of July 12th, Frederick Jackson Turner, a relatively unknown and rather nervous mustachioed junior professor in his early thirties from the University of Wisconsin, took his place at the lectern and delivered an address titled “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.” The lecture was brief and the room was hardly crowded, with just over thirty attendees. Yet in time, it would come to be known by millions.4
Turner’s argument that afternoon was rather blunt. What defined the American experiment, he declared, was not the North-South conflict over slavery or the transplanting of European institutions, as some of his colleagues had argued. Instead, it was the nation’s perpetual westward expansion. The backbone of the American character, Turner argued, was born from the recurring cycles of a people taming the empty wilderness as they marched west. Americans were a people in motion, relentlessly transforming a rugged, primitive frontier of “free land”—his words—into settled, productive civilization. And this process, more than any other in Turner’s view, had given Americans their unique identity. It had made them both individualistic and egalitarian, averse to the social hierarchies of Europe with its dukes and earls lording over the unwashed masses. It had made Americans hardy, entrepreneurial, and more committed to democracy than any other people. Turner’s argument, at its essence, was that the frontier is what made America great. It was a feel-good, back-patting assertion, and one that would only make sense to white, English-speaking men. To Native peoples or Spaniards or African Americans (or even white women!), the heroic tale of brave pioneer patriarchs single-handedly taming a vacant frontier would have been laughable. In the 1893 lecture hall where the argument debuted, though, none were present to laugh.5
But Turner had not come to Chicago solely to applaud Americans for their unique greatness. He came with a dire warning. The frontier experience, which had so decisively made Americans who they were, was then rapidly coming to an end. Spurring this belief was a brief declaration made three years earlier in the 1890 decennial U.S. Census report: that for centuries “the country had a frontier of settlement, but at the present the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier line.” Those words, Turner declared ominously, “mark the closing of a great historic movement.” As he understood it, the relentless pace of white settlement had, by 1890, put the final nail in the frontier’s coffin. Population densities had risen enough to warrant “civilization” and eastern institutions had taken root. For Turner, this was a grave prognosis. For if Americans had gained their independent, free-spirited, and egalitarian identity through the frontiering process, what would become of them after its end? What would make America great in its absence?6
The young professor concluded his address and anxiously looked out to the crowd. There was tepid applause, and not a single question. Perhaps after many long hours in their seats, the attendees were just eager to be done for the day. Turner, dejected, shuffled back to his rented room, “burdened with a heavy sense of failure,” according to his biographer.7
But in the months and years ahead, Turner’s lecture would have a second life. It would be printed and reprinted, read and reread. In the words of another historian, Turner’s argument “rolled through the universities and into popular literature as a tidal wave.” By the 1910s and 1920s, the “frontier thesis”—Turner’s twofold claim that the frontier defined the American character but had closed by 1890—was a household phrase, taught in high schools and colleges across the nation. Turner became the most renowned and influential historian in the nation, relocating in 1910 from Wisconsin to Harvard University. For generations after 1893, the frontier thesis became synonymous with western history, and it continues to cast a shadow today. The name “Frederick Jackson Turner” does not appear in the credits for Red Dead Redemption II, but perhaps in fairness it should.8
Turner’s argument was influential, but that does not mean it was correct, coherent, or anything but hot air. Indeed, since the 1980s, the Turner thesis has been shredded by a new generation of scholars. Once the king of the historians, Turner has been decisively dethroned. Most obviously, critics have pointed to Turner’s unabashed ethnocentrism and neglect of Native perspectives, alongside his exclusion of the rival cartographies of “center,” “north,” “east,” and others in favor of an inevitable white English-speaking “west.” And there’s the hollow claim of American uniqueness—Germany, Russia, and China, among others, have their own theories of frontier expansion instilling national greatness. And of course, there’s Turner’s overconfident declaration that 1890 marked the pivot when chaotic wilderness gave way to harmonious, law-abiding civilization in the West. Even the U.S. Census Bureau, whose 1890 declaration Turner used as fodder for his argument, admitted that their obituary of the frontier was premature in their reports of 1900 and 1910, where they reinstated a frontier line on western maps and walked back their earlier claim. And chaos, violence, and unrest certainly endured past 1890; indeed, it spiked in many regions. As future chapters will explore, some of the bloodiest battles for the future of the West took place between the 1890s and 1920s.9
All of this should prompt us to wonder: if Turner’s argument was so bogus, why then did it reverberate as widely as it did after 1893? It did so because it affirmed white Americans’ sense of self. Who doesn’t want to be told what makes them uniquely great among the peoples of the world? But even more importantly, it spoke to their anxieties during the turn-of-the-century period. Particularly, Turner’s thesis about the closing of the frontier dovetailed with the looming sense of dread felt by many white, urban, well-to-do men of his day. It’s a constellation of fears that I’ll call the great American identity crisis.
Let’s recognize first of all that this was a perceived crisis more than a real one, and one that should be approached with great skepticism. But here’s the gist of it. By the 1890s, countless commentators worried that white American manhood was imperiled. Their idealized sense of masculinity was seemingly under threat from all sides. Americans had by then lived in peacetime for about thirty years, and the veterans of the Civil War generation were graying or dying off. With so many men believing that war provided masculine fulfillment, this lasting peace stoked fears of decline and degeneration. Then there was the rising women’s suffrage moment, which was winning steady victories by the 1890s and stood poised to challenge men’s monopoly on political power. Moreover, urbanization was transforming American life in ways that made some uncomfortable. In the decades after the Civil War, millions of Americans had left farms and entered the booming metropolises of New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and beyond. In those big cities, many men, and particularly well-off ones, found themselves doing radically different work. Instead of plowing fields, binding bushels of wheat, or slaughtering pigs—all muscular, bodily undertakings—many middle-class men found themselves behind a desk, engaged in decidedly non-muscular pursuits: balancing ledger books, dictating letters, or typing reports. Was this work fit for a man, observers wondered? And if not, what kind of men was it making?10
The future of the West also figured into the great American identity crisis. And to understand how, we must turn to the one figure whose career best illuminates their intersection: Theodore Roosevelt, president of the U.S. from 1901 to 1909. In addition to being a statesman and a soldier, Roosevelt was an obsessive chronicler and philosopher of American manhood. Born in 1858 to a wealthy New York City family, Roosevelt was raised in the lap of urban luxury. Yet as a sickly and asthmatic child, he was often sent west to recuperate in the clean air of the mountains and plains. His adolescence, spent either in rigorous gymnastics classes or on ranches in the Dakotas, convinced him first that rugged masculinity was essential to the American character, and secondly, that the frontier West was the secret to preserving it. Until his death in 1919, Roosevelt would expound endlessly on the dangers of “over-civilization” and the necessity of living what he called “the strenuous life.” He came to see an untamed West as the vital safety valve that could provide that life, allowing American men to blow off the steam of urban civilizational excess.11
Therefore, Turner’s frontier thesis bit deep into Roosevelt’s psyche. He quickly wrote Turner fan mail, in 1894. “You have struck some first-class ideas,” the future president gushed, and “have put into definite shape a good deal of thought which has been floating around rather loosely.” Turner’s argument would decisively shape Roosevelt’s bombastic pseudohistory The Winning of the West, which he published that decade. But Turner’s influence also shaped Roosevelt’s actions. As he charged up San Juan Hill in Cuba during the Spanish-American War in 1898, he understood the U.S. push for a Caribbean empire as opening a new frontier beyond the borders of the United States. (Dutch van der Linde’s endless dreaming of Tahiti and Cuba to replace the closing American frontier illustrates this instinct.) And when Roosevelt drew up plans for America’s major national parks, he believed that protecting places like Yellowstone and Yosemite would forcibly wedge open the frontier, preserving a safety valve for “endangered” eastern city slickers like himself. In his political career, Roosevelt weaponized the frontier thesis and made it into American foreign and domestic policy.12
The great American identity crisis therefore served as the booster rocket that lifted Turner’s thesis into orbit. Indeed, if we want to understand why Turner’s particular tale about the West stuck around long enough to shape the narrative of Red Dead Redemption II, we have to recognize the cultural strands with which it was originally entangled. Doing so ought to make us even more skeptical of recycling its clichés, for within their assumptions are ideas that are undeniably sexist, classist, and racist. Turner was ultimately wrong. The West might have shaped the American character, but not in the singular way he suggested. Nor was there a neat perforation line that distinguished a “Wild West” from a “tamed West.” It’s time that pop culture follows the historians in rejecting Turner’s legacy and dreams up a new kind of “Western.”
Where does this leave Rockstar’s digital epic? Certainly, Turner’s ghost haunts the western portions of the van der Linde gang’s adventure, from the opening minutes to the tragic finale. But the game’s gritty tale of power and inequality in the West is a far cry from Turner and Roosevelt’s triumphal tales. In the Red Dead Redemption games, the West wasn’t won—it was robbed, deceived, and cheated. It was harnessed by easterners who sought little more than wealth and power. And in the conflict between Native westerners and the military, this becomes especially obvious.
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The Indian Wars
In the western epics of Frederick Jackson Turner and Theodore Roosevelt, Native peoples were homogenous and anonymous bit players who mattered only in their exit from the stage. They were represented as vestiges of the past, synonymous with savagery and backwardness. As Turner and Roosevelt imagined it, Indigenous people were merely pawns to be inevitably swept aside as white pioneers, cowboys, and settlers marched triumphantly toward the Pacific. In dozens of Hollywood westerns since then, the narrative arc is hardly different.
Not so in the Red Dead Redemption series, which consistently skewers the self-congratulatory rhetoric of settler colonialism and often foregrounds both the resistance and plight of Native peoples. The opening cutscene of the first game sets the tone well. On a westbound train in 1911, smug whites sitting in the comfort of their first-class carriage applaud themselves for “how we helped the Natives,” even when the results appear disastrous. “They may have lost their land,” boasts one particularly pompous woman, “but they have gained access to heaven!”
The second game takes such critiques even further. In an iconic moment in the first few hours of play, as the van der Linde gang’s caravan descends from the snow-covered Grizzly Mountains into the verdant prairie below, they look up to see three mounted Native men observing their descent. “Poor bastards,” declares Hosea Matthews, the gang’s elder and closest thing to an intellectual; “they got sold a very raw deal.” The green valleys below, “good farming and grazing country,” were “stolen clean away from them, every blade of grass.”
Native peoples are not only seen from a distance or presented as voiceless victims. They are also integral characters in the drama. One of Arthur Morgan’s closest companions is gangmate Charles Smith, born to a Black father and Native mother, who provides frequent commentary on his mother’s people. As the game comes to its chaotic climax, Morgan fosters a close alliance with the Wapiti, a fictional Native tribe locked in struggle with an arrogant and vindictive U.S. Army colonel. Through Arthur’s eyes, we see the impossible dilemma that the Wapiti confront, and their painful deliberations over whether to violently resist the military or swallow the bitter pill of accommodation make for some of the most heartbreaking scenes of the game. Such representations have won praise from many Native commentators since the game’s release. That Rockstar recruited Indigenous actors to voice the Wapiti did not go unnoticed, though a minor controversy erupted as it become known that the mixed-race Charles Smith was played by an actor who was neither Black nor Native, but of Japanese and Parsi descent. Yet on the whole, I found Red Dead Redemption II’s rendering of Indigenous people in the West to be nuanced, thoughtful, and defying of stereotype.1
But what of the actual history that the game seeks to represent? Here the record is a bit more checkered. In a pattern we’ll see repeated in many future chapters, the timing is off by several decades. The clash between the Wapiti and the military would have made much more sense in the 1860s or 1870s, and much less so in 1899. Even so, the game helps to shed light upon some of the thorniest dilemmas of western Native history. In this chapter, we’ll use the fictional events of the game to better understand this tragic and often misunderstood era.
In the half century after 1848, when it became U.S. territory, the West was wracked by a series of violent showdowns between Native peoples, white settlers and miners, and the U.S. military. Eastern observers dubbed these conflicts “the Indian Wars,” a name that has stuck to the present day, and these wars have become infamous for their racially fueled brutality and bloodshed. Yet in the long sweep of western history, we shouldn’t think of the Indian Wars as a standalone episode or one solely explained by white racism against Natives. Instead, we should think of the Indian Wars as the first stage in a much longer political and economic campaign of conquest that I will call the “harnessing” of the West. This equine metaphor is one you’ll see frequently in the chapters ahead. It is a metaphor that is especially fitting for this book—not only because gamers have likely spent hours taming and harnessing horses in Red Dead Redemption II but also because it aptly describes the historical arc of the West.
By 1848, the West had been formally corralled within the political boundaries of the United States. After treaties with Britain and war with Mexico, the land west of the Mississippi might for the first time be understood as “the West,” defined in relation to the U.S. Eastern Seaboard rather than by rival cartographies. But if the U.S. government had thrown up a territorial fence around the West, it did not mean that the people or resources of the region bowed to eastern demands. Native nations still dominated most of the terrain, and small-scale white, Black, and Asian settlers jealously guarded their holdings from outside interlopers. The West had been corralled, but it had not been broken.
Powerful easterners—from the government in Washington to the rapidly growing corporations headquartered on Wall Street—would fight tooth and nail to achieve that dominance. The harnessing of the West, which defined the region for the next seventy years if not longer, entailed a concerted effort to reorder the western landscape toward the desires and demands of eastern capitalists, and to extract the fertility, flora, fauna, and minerals of the region. As we’ll see, this push was met with fierce resistance on the ground from Natives and non-Natives alike. Indeed, a large portion of the West’s violence in the late nineteenth century stemmed from the clash between proponents and opponents of the region’s harnessing by eastern powers. It can explain not only the Indian Wars but also the mining and range wars, the ubiquity of gunslingers, the dawn of the railroads, the Pinkertons, and much more.
The harnessing of the West kicked off with the Indian Wars, so it’s only fitting we begin there. First, it’s vital to separate the western Natives of myth from those of reality. Many today imagine American Indians of the nineteenth century as a homogenous mass, as if tipis and feather headdresses defined every group. Far from it. Instead, the dozens of Indigenous nations swallowed by the United States by 1848 were a diverse cross-section of humanity. Tribes lived in a wide variety of ways: some were full-time farmers, especially in regions with adequate rainfall, while others were nomadic and dependent on the pursuit of wild game. Not only were these people diverse, but during most of the decades of the Indian Wars they lacked a common Indigenous identity. We might imagine that the Lakota Sioux and the Crow, neighbors on the northern Great Plains, would naturally band together to repel white invaders after the Civil War. Yet in fact, they were at war when the U.S. military arrived, and intra-Native warfare continued through the subsequent decades.2
Another common stereotype of western Indians is that they were rigidly traditionalist, nobly defending their age-old way of life against newcomers. In reality, most western Natives by 1848 were living in ways unrecognizable to their ancestors. How so? Thanks to the introduction of two new tools that had previously been unknown to North American Natives: guns and horses. Soon after contact with the Spanish, French, and English, Native warriors came to prize the muskets and then rifles brought by Europeans. It was not long before they mastered their use and made firearms ubiquitous in Indian country.3
Even more crucial was the introduction of horses. Absent from the Americas until Columbus’s voyage, horses remade Native life. The first horses, usually wanderers from Spanish outposts in modern-day Mexico, entered the southern Great Plains in the early 1700s. Like firearms, horses were eagerly embraced by many Indian tribes, who used them to dramatically expand their reach and power. Perhaps the most striking example here were the Comanche, who resided in what is today Texas, New Mexico, Colorado, and Oklahoma. A rather unremarkable and marginal tribe in the early 1700s, the Comanche used the horse and the rifle to build what must be called an empire. The Comanche elbowed aside unfriendly neighbors like the Apache, crushed others who opposed them, and claimed the grand title of “Lords of the Plains.” When white Americans arrived to the southwest, they had a mighty (if recent) foe to contend with.4
The rapid spread of guns and horses during the 1700s and 1800s also tilted many Native nations away from settled agriculture and toward hunting. And on the Great Plains that stretch from Texas up to the Dakotas, this most often meant hunting the American bison—a creature frequently featured in Red Dead Redemption II. It is difficult to exaggerate the significance that the bison held to western Indians at the moment when their lands were annexed by the growing U.S. The bison, also known as the buffalo, is a massive mammal indigenous to North America. And in the early 1800s, the animal existed in tremendous numbers on the Plains. Somewhere around thirty million bison roamed these flat grasslands. The bison provided food, clothing, housing materials, and more, and became the foundation for a new Native way of life. This way of life was mobile, seasonal, and dependent on access not only to guns and horses but also wide, uninterrupted swaths of hunting land.5
Unfortunately, this extensive land use system placed Native society on a collision course with land-hungry white settlers, whose intensive agricultural and pastoral worldview was the near inverse of the Natives’. White settlers dreamed of a world of fields, fences, and cattle, which they saw as inherently superior to the trinity of grass, bison, and hunting. And to force this ecological transition, white settlers declared war upon the bison. During the second half of the 1800s, hunters waged a campaign of eradication upon this mammal, hoping that its destruction would pull the rug out from beneath Indian society. From horseback or from railroad cars, rifle-bearing hunters slaughtered the bison on an unprecedented scale. There was some money to be made from the animal—as bison hides were sold to make belts and straps for eastern factories, and the fat converted into industrial lubricant—but often, hunters left bison carcasses to rot in an assault on the Indian way of life. This carnage was not a well-kept secret. General William Tecumseh Sherman, commanding general of the U.S. Army by the 1870s, applauded the replacement of “wild buffaloes by more numerous herds of tame cattle” which also accomplished the work of “substituting for the useless Indians the intelligent owners of productive farms.”6
In a fascinating side mission, Red Dead Redemption II sheds light on this ecological struggle for dominance on the Plains. At camp near the prairie, Arthur accepts an invitation from Native gangmate Charles Smith to hunt what Charles calls “the greatest of gifts”: bison. Riding in search of a herd, Charles relates how “my mother used to tell me stories of how her tribe moved with the bison. They were the center of all life; we couldn’t survive without them.” In their pursuit, the pair comes across several rotting bison carcasses on the prairie, downed by white hunters. Charles is exasperated. “I just don’t know why anybody would just leave them to rot like that!” Ultimately, the two gangmates come upon the hunters, and in a predictable conclusion, exact their vengeance in blood.
This episode succinctly captures how animals came to be pawns in the human battle for the Great Plains. Yet there are two gaping holes. First off, unless Charles was a fool—and he is hardly presented as such in the game—he would have known very well why white hunters had killed bison with no immediate economic incentive. But more importantly, it would have been exceedingly difficult to find any bison to hunt in 1899, when the game is set. The crescendo of punitive overhunting in the 1870s and 1880s meant that by the century’s end, fewer than a thousand of the animals roamed the Plains. Remember that this number had been around thirty million a century earlier—an absolutely mind-boggling decline. This drop was quickened by adverse climate conditions, particularly drought and blizzards, and the continued hunting of the buffalo by Natives themselves. Nevertheless, by 1899, most bison lived in protected enclaves, sheltered from the threat of following the dodo to total extinction.7
Easterners’ war upon the bison was tragic. The greater tragedy, though, was their war upon the Natives themselves, which ramped up dramatically in the 1860s and 1870s. We tend to think of the Indian Wars as a conflict distinct from the Civil War in terms of timing, geography, and ethics, with the later struggle lacking the righteous mission of the war upon slavery. In reality, the Civil War and the Indian Wars were intimately entangled. First off, the military’s slaughter of Native tribes was well underway before the war against the Confederacy came to an end. For example, in November of 1864, the First and Third Colorado Regiments of the U.S. Army ambushed an encampment of Cheyenne and Arapaho near Sand Creek, Colorado, butchering around two hundred Native people—three-quarters of them women and children.8
But secondly, many of the U.S. commanders who spearheaded the Indian Wars were veterans of the Union’s war against the slaveholding South. Colonel John Chivington, who led the First and Third Colorado at Sand Creek, was an Ohio-born abolitionist with sterling antislavery credentials. We’ve already heard the galling words of General William Tecumseh Sherman about “useless Indians”; this was the same Sherman who “made Georgia howl” with his march to the sea in late 1864. Indeed, many Union commanders who earned high marks as social justice crusaders during the Civil War would tarnish their legacy in the Indian Wars.
However, the military men leading this fight were not all of one mind. Many expressed regret and remorse at the crusade that Washington directed them to wage. General George Crook minced no words when he declared in 1878 that “our treatment of the Indian is an outrage.” Red Dead Redemption II thoughtfully illustrates this diversity of opinion among the U.S. Army soldiers stationed in the West. On one side, the game reveals the cruelty and inhumanity of Colonel Henry Favours, the antagonist of the Wapiti, whose “less than illustrious” record from the Civil War fueled his bloodthirsty pursuit of victory without compromise in the Indian Wars. Yet Arthur Morgan also becomes acquainted with Captain Lyndon Monroe, a sympathetic ally of the Wapiti who risks his life to ease their suffering as Colonel Favours pushes to evict the tribe from its homeland. This spectrum of sympathy, indifference, and malevolence among the military is not far from the historical reality.9
What did it look like when U.S. soldiers and Native warriors came to blows? Let’s consider one particular example: the Lakota Sioux of the Dakota Territory, on the northern Great Plains. I choose this Native nation because they are surely the inspiration behind the video game’s Wapiti. Their geographic location within the West, their internal divisions about how to respond to white encroachment, and their shocking display of violent resistance—each can be found in Red Dead Redemption II. Their history also reveals the tremendous drama and unpredictability that marked the apex of the Indian Wars.
The Lakota, a subdivision of the larger Sioux confederacy, were westward migrants themselves. Their original homelands were near the Great Lakes, in present-day Minnesota and Wisconsin. But during the 1770s, after they acquired guns and horses, they moved hundreds of miles westward to the Black Hills, in what is today South Dakota. Like the Comanche in the Southwest, the Lakota earned a reputation as fearsome warriors and skilled bison hunters, and they quickly rose to regional dominance through treaties and war with their Native neighbors. The Lakota’s collision with eastern settlers was guaranteed after 1862, when gold was discovered in the nearby Montana Territory, eventually sending miners and settlers streaming through the Black Hills. When the U.S. Army began to construct forts to protect their countrymen, the Lakota struck back. Their leader, Red Cloud, refused to accept the humiliating terms offered by the government. “I prefer to die fighting,” he spat, “rather than by starvation.” His words were not hollow. Between 1866 and 1868, Lakota warriors routed most of the U.S. troops sent to restrain them and forced the Army to abandon their forts in the territory. Red Cloud’s war signified an embarrassing early defeat for the Army in the escalating Indian Wars.10
But soon thereafter, Red Cloud shifted his thinking on war and resistance. In 1870, he traveled to Washington, D.C., to negotiate with federal bureaucrats, and went on a sightseeing tour of the Eastern Seaboard. Witnessing firsthand the vast populations and teeming energy of urban America convinced him that continued open resistance to the U.S. government would be suicidal for the Lakota. He thereafter became a major voice of compromise and negotiation with the Army and white settlers. Though hardly a weak-willed accommodationist, he sought to walk the line and achieve the best possible outcome for his people, with the least bloodshed. As such, Red Cloud is almost certainly the inspiration behind Red Dead Redemption II’s Rains Fall, the elder statesman of the Wapiti. Rains Fall is exhausted from decades of warfare and comes to favor bargains over bullets.11
In the game, Rains Fall’s path of wary diplomacy is rejected by his son, Eagle Flies. This fiery younger leader claims that the Army (and particularly the deceitful Colonel Favours) can only understand the brute force of violence, and that any attempt at compromise will result in betrayal. On the 1870s Great Plains, a similar rift opened among the Lakota. Two rival leaders, Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse—who together provide the archetypal mold for Eagle Flies—broke with Red Cloud and advocated open warfare as the only path forward. “The whites may get me at last, as you say,” Sitting Bull boasted to a group of accommodationists, “but I will have good times till then. You are fools to make yourselves slaves to a piece of fat bacon, some hard-tack, and a little sugar and coffee.”12
Into the middle of this division and drama waltzed our last actor: Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, commander of the U.S. Seventh Cavalry. Custer was a decorated former Civil War general and a man who cared a great deal about his appearance and reputation. He carefully maintained both his long blond curls and his representation in the press as a dashing military hero. In the early 1870s, Custer led a “scientific expedition” into the Black Hills—one that was curiously armed to the teeth—and after quick investigation, he declared that the region contained gold deposits. “From the grassroots down,” Custer proclaimed to the press, “it was ‘pay dirt.’” (In the video game, it’s greed for oil, not gold, that fuels the Army’s crusade.) Predictably, thousands of miners swarmed into Lakota territory, prompting a fierce confrontation. By this point, Sitting Bull had taken command of the Lakota from Red Cloud. Both he and the Army prepared for bloodshed.13
A decisive confrontation in that war would come on June 25, 1876. That summer, Sitting Bull and more than four thousand Lakota and Cheyenne warriors and families were camped along the banks of what Natives knew as the Greasy Grass River. Whites had a different name for this stream: the Little Bighorn. Custer had six hundred men of the Seventh Cavalry under his command, and pounced on the opportunity to attack. Ordered by his superiors to strike without waiting for reinforcements, Custer was certain the Indians were unprepared, disorganized, and easily defeated. It was a gamble, but he had made plenty of successful gambles like this in the past.
This time his gamble failed. Custer could not grasp that what motivated each side was so profoundly different. The Lakota and Cheyenne weren’t fighting for glory and fame, like Custer was. They were fighting for their very survival. And in the heat of the battle, Custer and his men were overcome by their enemy. By day’s end, 269 U.S. soldiers—including Custer—lay dead by the banks of the river, alongside a few dozen fallen Native warriors. It was an unexpected and decisive rout.
This fateful day would become a flashpoint in American memory and culture. “Custer’s Last Stand” is often how it’s remembered, signifying either the tragic downfall of a storied U.S. officer, as it was interpreted by most Americans at the time, or a tremendous underdog victory by the Lakota and their allies, as it is interpreted by many sympathetic Americans today. But in reality, the encounter at Greasy Grass was the Lakota’s last stand as well. They won the battle but would lose the war. New detachments of U.S. troops hunted down the Lakota bands; Sitting Bull sought exile in Canada but was denied entry and ultimately arrested. Crazy Horse surrendered but was later bayoneted while in custody, on the charge of “resisting.” With its leadership dead or scattered, the Lakota were forced to cede their claim to the Black Hills in the autumn of 1876.14
The eventual defeat of the Lakota after Little Bighorn marked a symbolic turning of the tide in the Indian Wars. In the coming years, the nearly inexhaustible reserves and vast infrastructure of the U.S. Army ensured that other resisting Native nations would suffer the same fate as the Lakota. In 1877, the Nez Perce of the Pacific Northwest were broken and scattered by U.S. troops; in 1886, the U.S. government partnered with Mexico in pursuing and apprehending the most renowned Apache warrior, Geronimo. The 1880s was a resultingly grim decade for Native westerners, as the Army shepherded tens of thousands of Native people onto arid and often barren reservations. Here the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs sought to “make white men” of them by erasing Native culture in mandatory boarding schools and forcing Indians to abandon the hunt in favor of settled agriculture. It was a brutal and soul-wrenching undertaking. Hunger, alcoholism, depression, and poverty stalked the reservations, out of sight from most white Americans.15
Shocking instances of mass bloodshed grew less frequent after 1876, but didn’t disappear. The final violent convulsion of the Indian Wars, and one of the most horrific, came in 1890. That year, a grassroots religious movement swept across western Native society, beginning among the Paiutes in modern-day Nevada but spreading virally outward. The Ghost Dancers, as they were known, prophesied a world turned upside down: where the bison returned, where white settlers disappeared, and when the Plains were once again theirs. Across western reservations in 1890, the movement won thousands of followers. At their spirited meetings, participants came together in large numbers, dancing, singing, and dreaming of a world other than the nightmare reality that most Native people inhabited by this new decade.16
One tribe particularly drawn to the Ghost Dance movement were the Lakota. Leading that effort was none other than Sitting Bull, who had recently returned from imprisonment to the Standing Rock Reservation in what is today South Dakota. In December of 1890, Sitting Bull planned a large gathering of the Dancers. Word of the event spread far and wide and soon came to the Army high command. The Seventh Cavalry, Custer’s old unit, was among those assigned to contain the Ghost Dancers on the Lakota reservations. The Seventh, who had long nursed anger toward the Lakota, interpreted the Ghost Dance movement not as religion but as rebellion. On December 29, the Army descended upon the Dancers’ encampment at the town of Wounded Knee. Troops surrounded the Natives and began to disarm them, when a gun accidentally went off. The Seventh Cavalry turned their rifles and artillery upon the gathered crowd. When the smoke cleared, 146 Natives lay dead, including 44 women and 18 children, alongside 25 U.S. soldiers, most killed by “friendly fire” from their colleagues.17
The tragedy at Wounded Knee marked a gruesome coda in the decades-long drama of the western Indian Wars. It was the last open display of bloodletting between the military and Native tribes, though the slow violence of reservation life claimed countless more victims. All of this makes Red Dead Redemption II’s explosive clash between the Wapiti and the Army in 1899 feel strangely out of time. Open resistance and battlefield drama sharply declined after 1876 and was almost nonexistent after 1890.
At that point, Washington had claimed victory in the Indian Wars. It had shunted aside the original inhabitants of the West and had thrown open their lands to ranching, mining, logging, and agriculture. Wall Street, Washington’s closest ally, now eagerly looked to capitalize on the abundant wealth of the region. In the eyes of investors, speculators, and financiers, the West held untold riches. But if the Indian Wars marked the first phase in the harnessing of the West, it would not be the last. Many obstacles rose up to challenge the corporate conquest of the region. Homesteaders, gold-panners, immigrants, workers, prospectors, outlaws, and more—each would defy the eastern elites who sought to wield their control over the West.
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The Iron Horse
In their flight from authority and arrest, the van der Linde gang treks across vast swaths of the West, from high mountainous reaches to the golden wheat fields of the Great Plains. Yet they never truly outrun the railroad. In nearly every location, players grow accustomed to the billowing smoke of the locomotive, its shrill whistle, and the seemingly unending expanse of iron track that crisscrossed the West. During his journey, Arthur Morgan grows familiar with multiple (fictional) railroad lines: the Central Union, the Southern and Eastern, the Lannahechee and Midland, among others. And of course, key game missions take place in, on, or near trains, either riding, robbing, derailing, or detonating them.
Just as the gang cannot outrun the railroads, neither can they outrun railroad men. In the opening hours of the game, our outlaw protagonists stage a daring robbery of a freight train on the Southern and Eastern line, whose owner is one Leviticus Cornwall. This proves to be a costly mistake because Cornwall, the game’s resident robber baron, holds onto a grudge even more tightly than his money. The gang soon learns that Cornwall’s empire encompasses not only railroads but a dizzying array of other industries; his name is stamped on kerosene refineries, oil derricks, sugar mills, city trolleys, and coal mines. Even worse, Cornwall has mayors, generals, and the Pinkerton National Detective Agency in his back pocket. In his vengeful pursuit of the gang, Cornwall throws his wealth of resources into the fight, and the gang finds that they cannot elude the tentacles of this mighty octopus. The tycoon’s relentless war on the gang proves to be their undoing, in a testament to the concentrated power of Gilded Age industrialists.
Though Leviticus Cornwall is an invention of Red Dead Redemption II, his archetypal character is not. Railroad capitalists in his mold were not only real but often larger than life. They were the stewards of America’s first megacorporations, managing economic empires of scale and scope never before seen in history. And they were the key architects of the “harnessing” of the West.
In this chapter, we’ll explore the historical inspirations behind transcontinental railroads like the Southern and Eastern, and the flesh-and-blood men upon whom Leviticus Cornwall was based. We’ll see how the video game captures many of the realities of this era, particularly the ways that big business was entangled with politics and government. But the railroad men of post–Civil War America were not the wily, all-powerful evil geniuses suggested by Cornwall’s character. They were often incompetent, bumbling, and hopelessly corrupt men, who built the nation’s railroad network through their failure as much as their success. American corporate capitalism was born from the Western railroads—but as such it had rather inauspicious beginnings.
In the early 1800s, before the dawn of rail transportation, overland travel in the United States was both painfully slow and prohibitively expensive. This was the golden age of sail and sea travel, but moving goods or people across the nation’s interior was a humbling and frustrating pursuit. Often it cost less money to ship goods across the Atlantic than a hundred miles inland. If you were, in 1800, to travel from New York City to the location that eventually became Chicago via horse and wagon—your only real option aside from walking—you’d need to budget six weeks for the journey. If rain or snow or ice intervened, adjust upward. By the 1830s, travel times had dropped somewhat. It would then take slightly under three weeks to make the New York–Chicago trek, thanks to a network of canals that linked the Hudson River with the Great Lakes. A bit better, but high-speed travel it was not. Canals were still limited by the strength of animals, as it was horses that pulled barges along these man-made ditches.1
Engineers and tinkerers dreamed of emancipating humanity from muscle power, and early experiments with steam engines and tracked locomotives grew from this vision. The first American-built train engine debuted in 1825, while the first railroad, a puny two miles in length, began operation in 1826 in Quincy, Massachusetts. These early railroads were primitive and dangerous, with hundreds of operators and passengers killed, burned, or scalded by exploding engines. Such early disasters did little to foster public interest in or enthusiasm for the iron roads. The steam-powered locomotive, declared one Ohio observer in 1828, was a “device of Satan to lead immortal souls down to Hell.”2
But as engines grew safer and faster during the 1840s and 1850s, and as politicians and entrepreneurs saw promise in railroad technology, Americans began aggressively laying track. This had a revolutionary impact on travel times. The journey from New York to Chicago, which had taken six weeks in 1800 and two and a half weeks in 1830, had by 1857 dropped to about forty-eight hours (when all ran smoothly). This marked a stunning improvement. But let’s not imagine that this meant comfort and convenience for travelers, because the American rail network of the Civil War era was poorly planned, haphazard, and painfully inefficient. Consider the real-life train voyage in February 1860 by presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln was traveling from his home in Springfield, Illinois, to New York City, where he would deliver his acceptance speech for the nomination of the Republican Party—his renowned “Cooper Union” address. As the crow flies, 825 miles separate Springfield and New York. Yet Lincoln traveled not by crow but via the highly imperfect rail network of 1860 America, which would take him a total of 1,200 miles. He would spend four days and three nights on the road, and would board five separate trains and two ferries, complete with midnight transfers and exhausting waits. It’s a surprise that he said anything coherent upon his arrival to New York!3
It is a good thing that Lincoln was headed eastward from Illinois in 1860, because there were essentially no train tracks that would take him westward in that day. Indeed, before the Civil War, railroad builders had avoided the West like the plague because of its vast geography, seemingly impassable deserts and mountains, and thin population. There was practically no demand for western railroads, either within the region or beyond it. Who in their right mind, wondered a Maine congressman, would pay to construct “1800 miles of railroad through an uninhabited country?” This congressman conveniently ignored the Native nations who dwelled in this “uninhabited country,” yet they too were not pressing for a railroad.4
But during the Civil War, federal bureaucrats in Washington had feverish dreams of a transcontinental railroad that would knit together the East and West Coasts. Such a fantastic project held great symbolic importance, as the fulfillment of white American visions of manifest destiny. And with most of the South absent from Congress due to the rebellion—southerners had long been resistant to extravagant federal projects of internal improvements—there were few voices of restraint in Washington. So in 1862, Lincoln signed into law the Pacific Railway Act. It authorized the government to use federal land to build such a route, and gave the project Washington’s blessing. Yet neither Congress nor the White House was willing (or able) to cough up the cash for this enormous job. Instead, it invited “men of talent, men of character, men who are willing to invest something in it” to bankroll the undertaking.5
When these men showed up, most met only the third criterion; distinctly lacking was talent and character. Indeed, no careful, thoughtful, or responsible investor of the 1860s or 1870s wanted to touch the transcontinental railroad with a ten-foot pole. The project appeared a fool’s errand, intended solely for flashy sensationalism and destined for bankruptcy and catastrophe. Above all, it looked premature and ill-timed. So with the smart money passing on the job, in stepped gamblers, speculators, and risk-takers: “men who are willing to invest something.” And none were more famous, and ultimately infamous, than the so-called Big Four of California.6
Leland Stanford, Collis P. Huntington, Charles Crocker, and Mark Hopkins were all originally “forty-niners,” easterners who had been lured to California by the gold rush with hopes of making a quick buck. None had struck it rich in the goldfields, but each had profiteered from the frenzy of the gold rush by becoming merchants, catering to the human scramble around them. In 1861 in Sacramento, the four piled together about $7,500 to incorporate the Central Pacific Railroad, California’s first large-scale corporation. It was not a founding that prompted much enthusiasm or confidence. After all, $7,500 was mere pocket change for the task of building a railroad. And worse, the four founders were almost entirely unprepared for the task ahead. “None of us knew anything about railroad building,” admitted Crocker later on. Yet in time, they would become American titans, lending their names to Stanford University, Los Angeles’s Huntington Library, and the city of Huntington, West Virginia, among others. Ironically, though, they were not dubbed “the Big Four” for their wealth or influence. They were called so for their collective bulkiness, together weighing in at more than 860 pounds.7
This should make us wonder: given their ignorance of railroads and their lack of money in 1861, how did they become America’s first robber barons? They did so by navigating the currents of federal subsidies and support, and by mastering the smoke and mirrors of investment finance in the Gilded Age. In 1862, when Congress passed the Pacific Railway Act, it founded the Union Pacific Railroad, a Kansas-based line that would build track westward from the middle of the country. The Big Four then volunteered their Central Pacific Railroad to be its western counterpart, building from Sacramento eastward. It would be the nineteenth-century equivalent of the space race. Which railroad could lay track the fastest? To pay for the work, the Big Four eagerly snapped up whatever dollars and land Washington contributed, and then constructed a dizzying array of subsidiary corporations to funnel investment, artificially inflate expenses, and line the pockets of Central Pacific shareholders. When officials caught wind of their unsavory business practices, bribes and payoffs quickly followed. That the Big Four lacked ethics is undeniable; that they broke the law is quite likely. The Central Pacific’s financial records were conveniently lost in a fire, leaving the grimy details lost to history.8
But to build a railroad, you needed more than money and friends in Washington. You needed a tremendous army of workers to lay track through one of the most extreme geographies in North America. Initially, the Big Four had difficulty finding their preferred white workers to lay track at low wages. It was Crocker who first wondered: “Who said laborers had to be white to build railroads?” California was then home to tens of thousands of Chinese immigrants who had arrived with the gold rush, and the Central Pacific would turn to this group to staff their venture. By 1867, the Big Four employed twelve thousand Chinese workers, who constituted 90 percent of their workforce. Often demonized by white fellow workers, and underpaid and abused by their bosses, the Chinese made possible the American dream of a transcontinental railroad. One day in 1869, they set a record by laying 26,456 feet of track—more than ten miles.9
Red Dead Redemption II does its small part to pay homage to the grimly unequal world of railroad construction. In a rather remote spot in northern New Hanover, Arthur Morgan comes across a work camp of the fictional “Central Union” railroad. (It’s a bit tucked away; I only discovered it on my third playthrough.) At the camp, legions of Chinese workers are lorded over by arrogant white overseers who are spitting insults at their hirelings. If players turn on subtitles, they can hear the workers, speaking Cantonese, complain about their lack of creature comforts. “Why won’t they give us any more water?” laments one. The manager of the camp hires Arthur to sniff out a thieving employee, whom Arthur discovers to be a white foreman rather than a Chinese immigrant. If Arthur returns later in the game, he learns how the camp has been bought out by Leviticus Cornwall in an attempt to sabotage his competition in the rail industry—a move entirely characteristic of the real-life Big Four.
The climax of the transcontinental odyssey was even stranger than the fiction of the game, however. In the spring of 1869, the Big Four’s Central Pacific raced closer to the westward-paving Union Pacific, and they would meet in May at Promontory Summit in northern Utah. Here the two railways would stage a grand publicity event to commemorate the “wedding of the rails.” The white foremen of each company would pose for one of the most iconic photographs of the late nineteenth century, where two locomotives face each other, with the eastern line and western line meeting at last.
This staged photo hid as much as it revealed. First off, after laying the final track, the Chinese workers were shunted offstage to allow for a lily-white celebration. Second, the iconic image concealed the botched ceremony that had preceded it. To mark the momentous occasion, the companies had forged an eighteen-ounce solid gold railroad spike to serve as the final symbolic link of the two rail lines. If that weren’t enough, the spike was also wired to a telegraph line, as was the hammer meant to strike it, so that physical contact would flash the news to reporters across the nation. The honor of striking the golden spike was first given to Leland Stanford of the Central Pacific. He took a bold swing and … missed, hitting the wood of the rail tie instead. Embarrassed, he handed the hammer to his counterpart at the Union Pacific, Thomas Durant. Unfortunately, Durant was terribly hungover from a raucous party the night before, and with his swing, struck nothing but air. Frustrated by this string of failures, a nameless railroad worker came over and tapped in the final spike. The telegraph operator tapped out a joyous D-O-N-E to the waiting world. The world’s first transcontinental railroad was complete.10
I share the comical details of this ceremony not only to poke fun at the Big Four or the equally corrupt Union Pacific leadership but to push beyond the rather simplistic way that they are remembered. If one is sympathetic to American corporate capitalism, one might remember the Big Four and their Gilded Age ilk as the “captains of industry” that created modern America. If one is skeptical, one likely remembers them as unscrupulous robber barons, the puppet masters of an increasingly unequal world.
Both explanations grant these men undeserved credit, intelligence, and control over their fates. It’s true that many of them reaped individual fortunes, such as the one with which Stanford founded his university. But their larger companies often failed, going into bankruptcy or receivership, or becoming dependent on federal money to stay afloat. And the projects they oversaw were often shoddy and incomplete. The Central Pacific spent more than ten million dollars soon after 1869 tearing up and re-laying track that had been laid hastily and improperly. The transcontinental railroads created modern America by their bumbling more than their brilliance. Richard White, the foremost historian of the West’s railroads (who ironically teaches at Stanford University), puts it this way: the railroad tycoons were not an all-powerful octopus, to invoke the common metaphor. They were “a group of fat men in an Octopus suit,” whose supposed “tentacles of steel were as likely to be slapping at each other or poking into the monster’s own cyclopean eye.” Leviticus Cornwall, take heed.11
Regardless, by 1869, the West was bisected by the first transcontinental railroad. But would there be others to join it? In the coming decades, Americans answered this question with a resounding yes. Indeed, during the next thirty years, the nation went railroad crazy, laying track left and right. In the 1880s alone, Americans put down more than seventy thousand miles of rail. Not only did existing webs of rail thicken in the populated Northeast, but rail lines shot out like tendrils across the Great Plains, the Rocky Mountains, and the arid Southwest. Railroad companies detonated mountains, dug tunnels, built bridges, and crisscrossed the nation with ties and track. This came at huge cost, both in the millions of dollars in capital expended, and in the human lives lost, which numbered in the thousands.
Why did Wall Street and Washington invest so heavily in this railroad frenzy? Was it so that eastern city dwellers could go sightseeing in the picturesque West? Some did, certainly, but these railroads were overwhelmingly dedicated to carrying freight, not people. The primary purpose of the western railroads was to funnel the natural wealth of that region toward urban eastern consumers. One could almost hear a sucking sound as the railroads whisked western abundance eastward. Train cars were loaded full of crops, animals, lumber, and minerals, the products of western farms, ranches, forests, and mines. The hub of most western railroads was in Chicago, the gateway city linking East and West, and here one could find towering grain elevators, stockyards teeming with cattle, and lumber piled to the sky. Tourists and travelers were no more than a drop in the bucket. This is something that Red Dead Redemption II misrepresents, as passenger trains constitute a majority of the cars seen riding through the game’s West.12
As such, the railroads were deeply implicated in the harnessing of the West. Not surprisingly, this generated a great degree of western hostility toward the railroads. As farmers and ranchers grew dependent on these large companies, they came to believe they were being fleeced by manipulative and conspiring capitalists. Furious protestors damned the railroads for their “tyranny of monopoly,” as one westerner declared in 1873, having “grown to such gigantic proportions as to overshadow all the land.” They weren’t entirely wrong: the railroads were unprecedented in their size and scale. They marked the dawn of the modern, hierarchical, and bureaucratic business corporation. We, alongside our parents and grandparents, have all grown up in the shadow of such hulking institutions, whether they be Amazon, Walmart, or Microsoft. But Americans of the 1870s and 1880s were seeing them for the first time in the Central Pacific, the Northern Pacific, and the Atlantic & Pacific. The shape of the modern business corporation sprung up in response to the task of managing and scheduling trains over the vast expanse of the North American continent. It gave rise to a new business entity, and most Americans were not at all certain they liked its form.13
And they had good reason not to. Western railroads were infamous for their extreme levels of corruption. Bribes, graft, embezzlement, theft, extortion, nepotism—all were common among Gilded Age railroads. In Red Dead Redemption II, Arthur Morgan learns to solicit tips and hints about valuable shipments from corrupt railroad employees, but this only represented the tip of the iceberg. Often this corruption entangled governors, senators, and congressmen, all of whom had great power in shaping the business climate of the railroads. And a good number of them regularly accepted money from the railroads to tilt the playing field in their favor. This was an open secret; the railroad men didn’t do much to deny it. Collis P. Huntington of the Big Four once proclaimed that “if you have to pay money to have the right thing done, it is only just and fair to do so.” Sometimes this went unnoticed, but other times it went public in explosive ways. The “Crédit Mobilier” scandal of 1872–73 made thousands of headlines, almost destroying the career of war hero President Ulysses S. Grant, and it stemmed from the brazenly corrupt practices of the Union Pacific.14
Washington not only accepted quiet payoffs from the railroads; politicians also publicly showered benefits upon them. The most obvious example of this came in the form of land grants: free land handed out to the railroads to incentivize rail construction. The collective size of such grants is truly staggering. Altogether, the U.S. government gifted the railroads 131,230,358 acres of land. If you put all of that together and made it into its own state—shall we call it Railroadiana?—it would be the third largest in the country, eclipsed only by Alaska and Texas. The railroads sold most of this land to settlers, further enriching themselves on the public dime. If these were the first major corporations, they certainly raise some uncomfortable questions about American capitalism. We often like to think of our economy as representing laissez-faire free-market business, the natural antithesis to, say, Soviet communism. Actually, Gilded Age capitalism roared into action with state supports that would have made Joseph Stalin jealous.15
Subsidized, corrupt, monopolistic, incompetent, haphazard, premature—each of these adjectives would accurately describe the western railroads of the late 1800s. In both their success and failure, they remade the nation. By the turn of the century, it was difficult to imagine life on either side of the Mississippi without the railroads. They reoriented commerce, travel, agriculture, urban development, and more.
They even, in a bizarre twist, reconfigured the very concept of time itself. It’s the railroads that gave birth to the idea of geographic time zones. How so? Before the dawn of rail travel, individual towns and cities set their own time based on the position of the sun in the sky. This meant that at any given moment, times varied slightly based on geography. Consider the state of Tennessee, a long east–west state (where I happen to live). If you froze time in the pre-railroad era, it might be 1:00 p.m. in Memphis (in the state’s far west), 1:30 in Nashville (in the middle), and 2:00 in Knoxville, in the far east. Such a system worked fine for people who tended to stay in one place. However, it posed tremendous headaches for anyone trying to organize a railroad that ran across wide spaces on a tight schedule. So in 1883, the biggest railroad lines in the U.S. came together, likely in some smoky back room, to institute “standard time,” which mandated distinct time zones: four of them, entirely arbitrary in their creation, to make time legible and measurable across a continent. With one stroke of a pen, mechanical clocks and standardization came to the countryside. For rural people who lived by natural cycles, time zones seemed like utter madness at first, but they were forced to play along if they wanted to be a part of the growing industrial economy.16
The railroad barons of the late 1800s were both like and unlike the fictional Leviticus Cornwall. They wielded tremendous economic and political power, and their wealth was rarely contained within a single industry. They had friends in high places and knew when to lean on them. However, the coldly rational and calculating Cornwall likely had more foresight and vision than the bumbling and haphazard Stanfords and Huntingtons of Gilded Age America. One thing they certainly bore in common: they were widely despised by common Americans. And perhaps no western figure nursed a deeper grudge toward these tycoons than the cowboy, whose place in the harnessing of the West we will examine next.
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Cows and Cowboys
Both of the Red Dead Redemption games were consistently marketed and reviewed as “westerns.” In the same breath, they were often linked to another mythical icon. PC Gamer heralded Red Dead Redemption II as “the best cowboy game there is,” while GamesRadar described protagonist Arthur Morgan as a “criminal cowboy.” Therefore, it’s not surprising that a YouTube video titled “Real Cowboy Plays Red Dead Redemption 2” has garnered more than two million views. (The professional cowboy has a blast playing the game, though he can’t hold back a few criticisms of the realism of its horse depictions.)1
These testaments to the cowboy-ness of the games overlook one uncomfortable fact: both John Marston and Arthur Morgan are comically incompetent animal herders who have minimal experience with cows, sheep, or pigs. In the second game, Arthur Morgan goes nowhere near a cowherd, though he does briefly attempt to herd sheep. In the midst of the ensuing chaos, Arthur admits that his exposure to ranching is “a day here or there, but not much.” Early in the original Red Dead Redemption game, John Marston does herd cows on the MacFarlane ranch. It is a humbling task even for the most skilled gamer. “Pretend you know what you’re doing!” says Bonnie MacFarlane, the rancher’s daughter, laughing in the face of John’s ineptitude. It’s a good thing Marston and Morgan are seasoned thieves, because with their cowboy skills alone they’d surely go hungry.
But if the outlaw protagonists of the Red Dead Redemption games aren’t real cowboys, cowboys themselves were real historical figures. If we brush away the romantic mythology of John Wayne, country music, Marlboro cigarettes, and Ram trucks, we can find the flesh-and-blood cowboys who roamed the West during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They were a fascinating bunch—though they have exceedingly little in common with the fictional cowboys imagined in American pop culture.
Hollywood and Madison Avenue’s cowboys are rugged, masculine, individualistic, and overwhelmingly white. The real cowboys of the West were defined not only by their horses but, as their name suggests, by the cows they were minding. As such, they were cogs in a much larger machine because cattle ranching, driving, and slaughter comprised a far-reaching corporate enterprise. The cattle industry was strikingly similar to the railroad industry: it was dominated by big-city capitalists and structured to serve the desires of eastern consumers. Urban demand for cheap beef, not some noble spirit of independence, is what created the western cowboy. Cowboys were therefore intimately entangled with the harnessing of the West, mere pawns in a business enterprise often beyond their understanding. But sometimes the pawns struck back at the king. In the pages ahead, we’ll learn how cowboys critiqued and resisted Wall Street’s conquest of the West.
“Beef. It’s what’s for dinner.” This marketing slogan might be remembered by many readers, who heard it incessantly in the 1990s and 2000s. And it’s not a hollow claim, because Americans today eat tremendous amounts of beef; nearly sixty pounds per person per year. But Americans haven’t always been a beef-eating people. Before the Civil War, steaks and hamburgers, and cowboys alongside them, were surprisingly rare. When Americans ate meat in this early period, it was usually salted or cured pork, foods that fared better in the days before mechanical refrigeration. (Salted cod was usually on the menu when it came to fish.) It’s not that Americans disliked beef. It’s just that they largely refused to eat it in preserved form, either as dried beef jerky or in salted form. Americans demanded fresh beef.2
As a result of this preference, they didn’t eat it very often for much of the 1800s. The reason fresh beef was in short supply in antebellum America had to do with the rather unimpressive state of the cattle industry in this era. Before the Civil War, the industry was highly decentralized and atomized, with many small-scale producers raising herds that look minuscule compared to what would follow the war. Beef cows in the 1830s through 1850s roamed largely in the Ohio River Valley, just to the west of the Appalachian Mountains. But since the majority of American eaters resided near the Atlantic Coast, these herdsmen had to march their cows “on the hoof” to city butchers where they would be slaughtered and sold. This journey, which could be hundreds of miles long, meant that cows lost much weight (and fat) along the way, and their overworked muscles made for chewier and tougher meat. So combined with short supply, antebellum beef was scarce, pricey, and not particularly succulent.3
America’s conquest of the West would change that, and after the Civil War, the flat prairielands of the Great Plains would become the center of cattle ranching. Ever since the West had been corralled within U.S. borders, Ohio Valley cattlemen had dreamed of transplanting their herds here. The Plains’ sea of grass was an ecological haven for ruminants—hoofed animals that could digest that grass. However, a significant obstacle stood in the way of these cattlemen: the Plains were already home to another ruminant, the American bison, which had ruled the grasslands of the West before the Civil War and served as the backbone of many Native tribes. This made the buffalo a primary target of westbound whites. As Arthur Morgan and Charles Smith learn on their hunting mission in Red Dead Redemption II, the Indian Wars were also in part the Bison Wars. U.S. Army commanders did not keep this genocidal campaign a secret. In 1874, General Philip Sheridan encouraged hunters to “kill, skin, and sell until the buffaloes are exterminated. Then your prairies can be covered with speckled cattle and festive cowboy, who follows the hunter as a second forerunner of an advanced civilization.”4
By the 1870s, bison populations were dramatically plummeting. Who would escort cattle westward to replace them? As might not be surprising, veterans of the Indian Wars were some of the first to beat the drum for western cattle ranching. Perhaps the most famous example was General James Brisbin. Brisbin had made his name in the Civil War, commanding the U.S. Colored Cavalry and earning high marks as an antislavery crusader—a reputation that would be stained by his service in the Indian Wars of the 1870s. Brisbin took a liking to western living, and in 1882, he bought a ranch on Montana’s Yellowstone River, adopting the cowboy nickname of “Grasshopper Jim.” (I imagine some of his Montana neighbors might have chuckled at his overeager reinvention.) But Brisbin didn’t simply want to be a rancher. He wanted to advertise ranching as America’s next gold rush. Toward that goal, in 1881 he published a widely read book titled The Beef Bonanza—or How to Get Rich on the Plains. It was a classic piece of nineteenth-century booster literature: grandiose, bombastic, and abounding in promises of easy wealth (and thus quite similar to the “Get Rich Quick” pamphlet that is sold by a Saint Denis swindler in Red Dead Redemption II). The “plains of the West,” Brisbin boasted, are a “vast beef reservoir” waiting to be realized.5
Who was going to try to get rich on the Plains? As it turns out, most of those who answered Brisbin’s call were already rich. Indeed, investors and speculators from the Eastern Seaboard and the British Isles came to dominate Western cattle ranching in the 1870s and 1880s. Your average Joes had difficulty squeezing into the business of cattle ranching in this early era, as they had to compete with distant capitalists from large eastern cities or from northwestern Europe, particularly England and Scotland. Many of these buyers were purchasing their land from the railroads, and they closed deals of tremendous size. As a result, the first cattle ranches carved from Native bison lands are best described as super-ranches, perhaps even mega-ranches.6
Such grand titles are not exaggerations. Consider the Swan Land and Cattle Company, which sprawled across six hundred thousand acres in Wyoming and Nebraska, bought by Scottish investors for $2.5 million in 1883—a stupendous sum in that day. But the granddaddy of all the mega-ranches, without a doubt, was the XIT Ranch in the Texas Panhandle. XIT stood for “Ten in Texas,” using the Roman numeral X for ten. It was purchased in 1879 by a Chicago-based group called the Capitol Syndicate, who were themselves backed largely by a handful of extremely wealthy British investors. The XIT Ranch encompassed more than three million acres, spanning no fewer than eleven Texas counties. At its peak in the early 1880s, tens of thousands of cattle roamed this enormous acreage. But if Swan and XIT were the biggest fish in the sea, they swam in a crowded group of comparable behemoths. The LIT, JA, and King ranches, all located in Texas, measured their acreages in the hundreds of thousands.7
It was on these corporate ranches that thousands of cowboys found employment. Who were these men, these archetypes of American legend? Certainly, many were white easterners, drawn to the West either by desperation or desire for adventure. But in contrast to the John Wayne and Marlboro Man vision, a significant portion of these ranch hands were people of color. Historians estimate that about a quarter of western cowboys were Black: somewhere between five and ten thousand total, depending on the scholar you consult. Many of these Black cowboys worked in Texas, and many were formerly enslaved people seeking better opportunities. Similarly, thousands of western cowboys were Mexican or Mexican American. Indeed, most western ranching traditions were hand-me-downs from Spanish colonial or Mexican vaqueros, which literally translates as “cowmen.” Just consider the English-language vocabulary of the cattle industry: nearly all of it is bastardized Spanish. Rancho, bronco, rodeo, lasso, la riata (lariat)—each was anglicized, with its origins often forgotten.8
The work of the cowboy revolved around the life cycle of the cattle herd. Cowboys would brand newborn calves with the ranch insignia, marking ownership to protect the investment of their employers. They would rotate the herd to fresh grasslands. They would protect the herd from natural predators, notably wolves and coyotes. (When cowboys drew their weapons, it was usually not at a poker match but to scare these off.) But most crucially, it was the task of cowboys to drive mature cattle to the rail hubs, where they would march the cows onto awaiting train cars. The hundreds of thousands of cattle under their watch might have been born on the corporate ranches of the West, but they would not die there. Their destiny lay far beyond the Plains.
And if we want to understand the larger machine in which the cowboy was a cog, we have to follow those steers on their continental journey, for it reveals the tremendous scope of the meat industry that emerged alongside the transcontinental railroads in the 1870s and 1880s. Once crowded into boxcars in cattle towns like Denver, Colorado, or Abilene, Kansas, most cows received a one-way ticket to the bovine capital of America: Chicago. Chicago had first emerged as a major player in the cattle economy in 1864, when the city unveiled its Union Stock Yards, a vast network of holding pens alongside the city’s central rail yards.9
The architects of the stockyards hoped to capitalize on Chicago’s central location, as a gateway between the Great Plains and the East. Originally, the plan was to keep cattle in the stockyards for a few weeks, fattening them up on midwestern corn before they were again loaded onto railcars and shipped further eastward, where they would ultimately be slaughtered by skilled artisanal butchers in major population centers like New York, Boston, or Philadelphia. But cattlemen soon grew frustrated with this solution. Not only were cattle bruised and stressed by the journey eastward, but the practice of shipping live animals was economically inefficient. About 45 percent of the mass of the cow—its horns, hide, bones, guts—had minimal resale value, and represented wasted space in the boxcar. The cattlemen’s dream was to slaughter the animals in Chicago, and then ship only dressed beef to eastern consumers. Yet they confronted a tremendous obstacle in doing so: spoilage. The journey from Chicago to New York might only be three or four days long, but at summer temperatures it would render fresh beef inedible.10
The industry seemed at a crossroads, until a Boston butcher turned Chicago entrepreneur broke the bottleneck. Gustavus Swift had relocated to the Windy City in the 1870s, hoping to get nearer to the source of the cattle trade. Swift knew well that American consumers had a distaste for salted or preserved beef; they demanded fresh cuts. Swift realized that preservation via refrigeration could stretch the definition of freshness and in turn expand the geography of meatpacking. In 1877, Swift filed a patent for a refrigerated railcar, essentially a cooler on wheels with slots for ice blocks to be inserted and refreshed at icing stations during the voyage. (Such a railcar makes a brief appearance in Red Dead Redemption II: when Arthur is pursuing the “Anderson boys” in an early mission in Lemoyne, he winds up in a railcar fistfight with the leader of this gang, where animal carcasses hang alongside steaming blocks of ice.) With the introduction of refrigerated transport, it was now possible to butcher animals in Chicago and transport their flesh to eastern destinations without obvious spoilage.11
Swift imagined that Chicago would become the largest slaughterhouse in the world. How would this abattoir operate? Swift was a trained artisan butcher himself, who could dismantle an animal from snout to tail and produce whatever cut a consumer demanded. This was skilled labor, and it had earned Swift and butchers like him high-wage jobs back East. Yet as Swift was designing his Chicago packinghouses, he had no interest in replicating his old profession. Instead, the gargantuan industrial slaughterhouses that popped up in 1870s and 1880s Chicago followed a different model. First, these factories pioneered what became known as a “disassembly line”: a system of hooks and rails that moved cow and pig carcasses throughout the factory while workers stayed put. This was the predecessor of Henry Ford’s “assembly line,” which would only make its debut decades later. But secondly, Swift designed line jobs in such a way that they would require minimal skill. Workers performed single tasks, repeated again and again. One would cut throats, one would split backbones, one would strip hides, and so forth. To Swift, this “de-skilling” of labor translated into cost-efficiency, as workers could be hired off the streets, trained in a few hours, and paid rock-bottom wages for “unskilled” work.12
The streamlining and de-skilling of slaughterhouse labor produced wild profits for Swift and Company. It also produced one of the most hellish workplaces seen in American history. Staffing the Chicago packinghouses were the most marginal and ostracized residents of the city, drawn by desperation and necessity. Recently arrived immigrants, often from eastern and southern Europe, manned the disassembly line in its early decades. (Which is also true today, though the immigrants come from different places.) By the 1910s, they were joined by Black migrants from the South seeking opportunities in urban America. For all, the repetitive work of slaughter was psychologically wearing and extremely dangerous, thanks to sharp knives and fast line speeds. No writer has better chronicled the horrors of the Chicago packinghouses than Upton Sinclair, a leftist journalist who worked undercover in the pork- and beef-packing plants. “One could not stand and watch very long,” he wrote in his best-selling fictional exposé The Jungle (1906), “without becoming philosophical, without beginning to deal in symbols and similes, and to hear the hog-squeal of the universe.”13
Reinventing the work of slaughter and transport, Gustavus Swift built an economic empire with Chicago at its epicenter. He was soon joined by a host of competitors that became known across the nation as the “Big Five”: Swift, Armour, Morris, Cudahy, and Wilson. This oligopoly, or a situation where a market is controlled by a small handful of powerful sellers, dominated American meatpacking and provided the large majority of meat to American consumers by 1900. But American eaters had a conflicted relationship with these corporate titans. On one hand, the packers reliably provided beef at low prices, which helped make meat an everyday commodity. On the other hand, the Big Five appeared a distant and menacing octopus that seemed to possess limitless power and control. The meatpackers operated on a scale comparable to the railroads, Standard Oil, or U.S. Steel—but unlike those other industries, meat was something millions of people encountered every day, in the home. Such intimacy did not always mean warmth or respect. Consumers bitterly accused the packers of price manipulation, collusion, and selling adulterated foods as fresh. (These accusations were very often true.) Disdain toward the meatpacking juggernaut flared up as prices rose, and in the 1900s and 1910s newspapers grew accustomed to reporting on “beef riots,” when angry women smashed the windows of urban butcher shops and stole or destroyed meats.14
Yet perhaps no single group felt the organized power of Big Meat as the humble cowboy, with whom we began this chapter. Just as much as immigrant slaughterhouse workers or furious consumers, cowboys were pawns in a game played by the meatpackers and their rancher allies. Their lives were inseparable from the harnessing of the West by distant capitalists. And while the job of driving cattle was perhaps a step up from Chicago’s disassembly lines, it too was grueling and underpaid work. Cowboys’ wages, paid weekly or monthly, were notoriously low. At least in the slaughterhouse workers could make common cause with their colleagues; on the open range, cowboys often worked by themselves and suffered in isolation. They ate from a can, slept on a blanket, and were under intense pressure to drive their herd of walking steaks into the awaiting railcars of the meatpackers on time.
And if you want further evidence that cowboys were ultimately just another category of industrial laborer, consider this: when pushed to the limit, they often mimicked the packinghouse workers in organizing labor unions and striking against their employers. In the John Wayne school of cowboy mythology, strikes are notably absent—yet they happened. The most prominent example came in 1883, when more than two hundred cowboys in the Texas Panhandle, employed at the LIT, LS, and LX mega-ranches, refused to work the spring roundup until they received higher wages and better food and coffee in their camps. The response from their employers was predictable. The ranchers called in the Texas Rangers to protect the cattlemen and suffocate the strike. (Sometimes the Rangers are remembered as cowboys themselves, but in this case they were in fact cracking down on cowboys.) “Do everything possible to preserve order”—this was the order the Rangers received. Violence, however, never erupted. The sheer threat of the Rangers kept the cowboys at bay, and the strike ultimately fizzled.15
If open bloodshed was avoided in the 1883 cowboy strike, in other scenarios explosive violence resulted from the grievances of cowboys against wealthy ranchers. The most notorious example took place in Wyoming in the late 1880s and early 1890s, in what became known as the “Johnson County War.” Wyoming ranching, as was true in Texas, was dominated in this era by wealthy investors, often dubbed “cattle barons.” These elites banded together in a trust that they called the Wyoming Stock Growers Association (WSGA), which sought to maintain their iron grip on the state’s ranching economy and their power over the working-class cowboys they employed. The WSGA had the territorial governor in their back pocket and began passing legislation that favored their class. It was one such measure that drove the cowboys to war.16
In 1886, the WSGA demanded that association members blacklist and refuse to hire any cowboys who owned their own livestock. Their justification lay in the claim (sometimes true, often false) that these animals were stolen and unbranded calves (known as mavericks) that the cowboys illegally claimed as their own. This ruling infuriated cowboys, who saw the ban as punitive and meant to keep them in a subordinate position, without a means of improving their lot in life. Weeks after the ruling, hundreds of Wyoming cowboys went on strike. Though they were unable to win a compromise, their grievances would smolder for several years, ultimately bursting into flame. In 1890, Wyoming transitioned from a territory to a state, and one of the first things the new state legislature did was to pass a WSGA-backed anti-mavericking law. This led to war: the cowboys and small-scale ranchers against the cattle barons, who hired Pinkerton detectives to protect their interests (we’ll hear much more about these hired guns in a future chapter). In a series of violent showdowns in the spring and summer of 1892, which would not have felt out of place in the Red Dead Redemption games and which included shootouts, explosives, and arson, nearly a dozen men were killed. The unrest was ultimately quieted after the WSGA-allied governor established martial law in Wyoming, bringing the conflict to a bitter stalemate.17
Real-life cowboys were profoundly different from the stock characters served to us by Hollywood. If not, what were supposedly individualistic, independent horsemen doing in a collective strike? Why were these supposed free agents being paid a wage by an industry dominated by some of the largest corporations in America? And why were nearly one in four cowboys Black, if John Wayne is the archetype of the cowboy? Myth and history rarely align.
Thankfully, the Red Dead Redemption games don’t recycle any of these stereotypes, because John Marston and Arthur Morgan are very obviously not cowboys, no matter what reviewers and observers may claim. Yet if they aren’t real cowboys, they certainly are real gunslingers. And as it turns out, the flesh-and-blood gunslingers of the West were also caught up in the harnesses of corporate America.
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Guns, Gunslingers, and Violence
It’s a familiar scene, both in Hollywood classics and the Red Dead Redemption games. With the setting sun as backdrop, we enter a bustling saloon on a dusty street in a one-horse frontier town. Rowdy men crowd around tables, already drunk or getting there, while the sounds of clinking poker chips and the player piano fill the smoky air. A disagreement erupts at one table, which soon becomes a shouting match. It’s not long before revolvers emerge from their holsters. Sometimes the firefight moves onto the street, sometimes it erupts within the saloon, or sometimes an aggrieved party opens fire upon the saloon from outside. The end result is always the same: blood pools around lead-riddled bodies, and the victors take one last swallow of whiskey before fleeing the scene.
A cliché so frequently recycled that billions of people around the world can retell it by heart, the western gunfight is so thoroughly wrapped in myth that few pause to consider its relation to reality. But with so much of the Red Dead Redemption games spent in scenarios like this, it is a question worth considering. Was the real-life West a uniquely violent place? Both games certainly portray it as such; Arthur Morgan and John Marston pile up bodies at record speed. The threat of violence hangs across the games, and it’s fairly rare for players to spend more than fifteen or twenty minutes playing before bullets begin to fly. And if the historical West was indeed defined by intermittent bursts of gunfire, what drove such eruptions of violence?
In this chapter, we consider these questions and find some rather surprising answers. Western violence in the late 1800s was indeed more common and pervasive than in other American regions. And though some of it was born from disputes over the poker table, romantic pursuits, or clashing personalities, very often it was neither random nor unpredictable. Instead, western violence of the late nineteenth century was frequently political violence. And the biggest political issue that spurred violence in the West was the region’s harnessing by eastern powers and private corporations. The West hadn’t always been violent. Its violence was primarily a product of the political and economic conquest of the region, and the resistance that developed against it.
How do we know that the post–Civil War West was bloodier than the rest of the nation, or compared to other moments in American history? It’s difficult to get good quantitative data on this. Even when crime data exists, it’s hard to find trustworthy population numbers for these fluid frontier regions so that we might produce per capita homicide rates comparable to other places. Coroner’s reports and death certificates are the most reliable, and have provided the basis of several historical studies. Such research shows that bullets flew frequently in many pockets of the West. In spaces where population grew rapidly, where multiple races and ethnic groups mixed, and where men predominated, violence often followed.
Studies of two towns in post-1865 California, Aurora and Bodie, reveal homicide rates of 64 and 116 per 100,000 residents, respectively. How does that compare to other times and places? Consider New York, Boston, and Philadelphia in the same era: below 5 per 100,000. Or juxtapose it with the most violent American cities today: New Orleans and Baltimore hover around 40 to 50 per 100,000. Of course, we can’t extrapolate from these two California cases and declare that the whole West was exceedingly violent. Many westerners lived in peace and harmony, particularly in homogenous communities like the Norwegian-Americans of the northern Great Plains or the German Hutterites of the Dakotas. But in boom towns, mining camps, and contested ranching country, the West earned its reputation for wildness. These chaotic places never produced Red Dead Redemption–style body counts, but they were strikingly violent.1
And no matter what the numbers tell us, it’s undeniable that gun idolatry and gun violence was at this point embedded in American language and culture. Indeed, it remains so to this day. Consider a few common American turns of phrase. When we’re honest, “we shoot from the hip,” or we’re a “straight shooter.” When we’re cautious, we’re “gun-shy.” When we’re persistent, we “stick to our guns.” When we’re at our best, we’re a “hot shot.” When we attempt something, we “take a shot” at it. When we pile into a car, we ask who will “ride shotgun”? We “bite the bullet,” claim that there is no “silver bullet,” place things “in our crosshairs.” And then there’s perhaps my favorite: a “flash in the pan,” meaning a result that has unexpectedly failed to materialize. An actual flash in the pan was when a trigger was pulled and the priming gunpowder ignited, but the musket ball was not expelled from the weapon. Americans have internalized this violent language over generations, and today we rarely think of it as unusual. But as any foreign reader knows, this is not a universal obsession; not every other country and culture harbors such a deep fascination with firearms.2
Nevertheless, if we accept that the Red Dead Redemption games are built upon a kernel of truth—that the late-nineteenth-century West was an unusually violent place—then we must ask ourselves: why was this the case? More than anything else, two factors explain this: one material, the other legal.
First off—absolutely essential to western violence was the fact that post–Civil War America was awash in cheap guns. Why? It’s tied to the history of American industrial development, and to the transition from an artisanal mode of production to a system of mass production.
Not long after it became an independent nation, the United States emerged as a leading global innovator in firearm design and firearm production. In part, this was born from the experience of fighting two wars against Great Britain: the Revolution and the War of 1812. Britain at that time was the world’s foremost producer of firearms, which necessitated a homegrown American arms industry to challenge them. Therefore, in the early 1800s, the growing industrial cities of the U.S. Northeast became hubs of firearm innovation. Yankee manufacturers deserve credit for several “firsts” in the history of weaponry. They pioneered the first breech-loading rifle, in 1811, but perhaps most important for our story is the patenting by Connecticut gunmaker Samuel Colt of the revolving pistol, or revolver, in 1836. This firearm, also known as the Paterson revolver after the New Jersey city in which it was designed, was a handheld weapon that could be fired multiple times without reloading. It was a weapon that had little use in hunting game or wildlife, and was primarily designed for efficiently killing humans.3
One might imagine that Colt’s 1836 invention of the revolver was a milestone that, overnight, changed firearm history forever, but that wasn’t true. These were expensive weapons, and Colt had significant trouble finding a market. His business floundered in the early years. Why? Because this initial revolver was still an artisanal product, meaning that it was made not by machines but by individual workmen, who crafted each part by hand. Every single weapon was different. If a firearm broke in use, there was no quick or easy way to repair it, because there were no standardized parts.
Colt’s dream, along with many American mechanical engineers, was to pioneer a system of machine production that would produce identical goods built from identical, interchangeable parts. The firearm industry was not alone in this; manufacturers of sewing machines and bicycles, in particular, wrestled with the same challenge. After investing tremendous resources in research and some espionage on the British, Colt ultimately cracked the riddle in the early 1850s. By the time of the 1851 “Navy” model of the revolver, Colt’s company had pioneered a system for transcending artisanal production and manufacturing interchangeable parts. His firm then opened a massive factory in Hartford, Connecticut, for the purpose of mass-producing these weapons. The eruption of the Civil War soon thereafter delivered Colt cushy government production contracts that would supercharge the business. Thus, by the 1870s, Colt revolvers were affordable and deadly firearms that could be found across the U.S., and particularly in the West. Competitors like Remington and Winchester soon followed Colt’s lead with interchangeable parts. The firearms industry would be one of the first to be thoroughly transformed by this engineering revolution, but hardly the last. Henry Ford’s affordable automobile of the 1910s was built on the same principles, as was nearly every manufactured consumer good that followed.
So the evolution of American manufacturing, which filled America with cheap guns, is a key part of understanding western violence. After all, without guns, there’s no gun violence. But equally vital is American legal culture—the laws on the books that regulate violence. As a general rule, humans aren’t always great at getting along, and in any given time or place, folks will come to hate each other bitterly. One of the main reasons these people don’t kill each other is the fear of legal punishment: they don’t want to be prosecuted and imprisoned for murder. But what if you are provoked and act in self-defense? When does the law allow you to kill as a means of self-preservation?
For a point of comparison, let’s consider the British legal system. On the question of violent self-defense, the British were quite clear. Basically, if you were threatened by someone who meant to do you violence, it was your duty to flee the scene in whatever way possible. Only when you were literally “to the wall”—those words are drawn from the text of the law—with no realistic way of escaping, did the law grant you some right to commit “excusable homicide” in self-defense. This law had been formulated to make sure that the British Crown maintained a monopoly on violence; the British ruling class did not want to deputize regular people in defending themselves.4
“To the wall” is the legal code that the U.S. inherited as a young nation, and it was the dominant statute regarding violence in self-defense at the beginning of the nineteenth century. But in the following decades, American courts at the state and federal levels reevaluated this doctrine, arguing that unsettled frontier conditions and American distaste for retreat made a shift necessary. By the 1870s, most states had instituted codes stating that a party threatened by violence had “no duty to retreat.” What did these words entail? In essence, if you “reasonably believed” that you were in “immediate danger of death or grievous bodily harm,” then you were not required to retreat “to the wall,” as earlier laws had required, but could use force to respond to that threat, and you would have a reasonable chance at acquittal in a subsequent murder trial.5
The turn from “to the wall” toward “no duty to retreat” was fully institutionalized by the Supreme Court in 1921, in Brown v. United States, though it had long been state-level practice in much of the country. This marks a profound transition. It would ensure that the United States would become a far more violent place than comparable western European nations. Indeed, it’s hard to imagine how many homicides have taken place because of this legal transition, and we live in its shadow today. The controversial “stand your ground” laws of recent years are an even more muscular outgrowth of “no duty to retreat.”
The tidal wave of cheap guns along with state laws that protected the act of self-defense were vital preconditions for the violence that plagued the late-nineteenth-century West. But these factors alone can’t explain the explosion of violence and gunfighting. If they reveal how people were shooting each other and escaping legal consequences, they do not resolve why they felt compelled to pull the trigger in the first place. Here is where politics and economics come in. It would be the coercive harnessing of the West by Washington and Wall Street that served as the primary spur behind the gunfighting that has been so frequently memorialized in Hollywood films and in the Red Dead Redemption games.
However, historical gunfighters looked very different from their portrayal on the pixelated or silver screens. In the mythical version, there’s only one axis on which we identify them: good versus evil, or somewhere in between. Both Red Dead Redemption games go so far as to explicitly display this linear sliding scale of morality, in their so-called “honor gauge.” If a player kills civilians in cold blood, their honor rating will slide to the far left of the scale; an honorable defender of the helpless will see their rating shift to the far right.
In the actual history, Western gunfighters were very often political creatures defined by their ideological, partisan, and sectional identities. By ideological identity, I mean something fairly simple: were gunfighters either for or against large corporations? They either supported the conquest of the West by external political and economic actors (or perhaps were those actors themselves) or bitterly resisted this process. This was the towering political question of the day, and folks were essentially forced to take sides. It would be the source of great social division.6
By partisan identity, I mean that most gunfighters pledged allegiance to one of the two major American parties, either the Democrats or the Republicans, though the platforms of these parties in this era were strikingly distinct from those of the twenty-first century. Gunslingers’ political identities usually shaped their violence: it was most often the case that Democrats were shooting Republicans and vice versa, not their own partisan allies. Partisan identity, of course, was also impacted by ideological identity. Often, but not always, pro-corporate gunfighters were Republicans, as that was the party of northeastern capital, and most often anti-corporate gunfighters were Democrats.
Lastly, we must consider gunfighters’ sectional identity, or what region of the U.S. they identified with, either North or South. This period wasn’t that far removed from the Civil War, the most explosively violent conflict in American history to that time. Just because the war was a decade or two in the rearview mirror did not mean that sectional identities had evaporated. Quite the opposite. And since most white settlers in the West had recently arrived from places to the east, they usually carried their eastern sectionalism with them. The broad generalization is that most white northerners were Republicans and most white southerners were Democrats. There were countless exceptions, but more often than not the generalization held true.
Considering the ideological, partisan, and sectional identities of gunfighters likely feels awkward and unfamiliar to those who’ve grown up imagining western gunfighting as either random or driven by personal grudges. To root these new perspectives in flesh-and-blood individuals, let us explore the careers of two legendary western gunfighters: Jesse James and “Wild Bill” Hickok. James and Hickok are perfect examples of how gunfighting was part and parcel of the political and economic conflicts of late-nineteenth-century America.
Jesse James was born in 1847, coming of age during the bloodshed of the Civil War. Growing up in Missouri, a state both western and southern that formally remained within the U.S. during the revolt, James and his family were proud Confederate sympathizers and guerrilla soldiers in the irregular warfare that plagued the state during the war. James was a diehard Democrat, as many pro-secession white southerners were, and an unabashed white supremacist. After the South’s defeat in 1865, James, his brother Frank, and the Younger brothers formed the James-Younger gang and transitioned from pro-slavery bushwhacking to antiestablishment robbery. Their targets, though, were not chosen at random. The banks, trains, and stages that Jesse James ambushed were often owned and operated by northern Republicans, who represented the corporate harnessing of the West (and South, to some degree). As a symbol of their sectional allegiances, the James-Younger gang sometimes clad themselves in the garments of the Ku Klux Klan when raiding trains. These crimes brought retaliation from the private police employed by northern business, particularly the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, whom we will hear much more about in the next chapter. The James-Younger gang therefore make for awkward western gunslingers. They were ultimately more southern than western, and inhabited the context of post–Civil War struggles over political power and capitalism.7
If Jesse James was unambiguously an anti-corporate gunfighter, we can find his polar opposite in James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok. Born in 1837 and thus a decade older than James, Hickok was from northern Illinois and was raised in a strongly antislavery household. His father had allegedly been a “conductor” on the underground railroad that ferried enslaved runaways to Canada. As a teenager, Hickok moved westward, working as a driver of stagecoaches and freight wagons. When the Civil War broke out, Hickok headed for the state of Missouri—the land of Jesse James, and a hotspot of political guerilla warfare. But unlike James, Hickok, a steadfast Republican and abolitionist, immediately joined the Union army. Hickok would serve as a U.S. Army scout and spy; it was during the war that he gained his nickname of Wild Bill.
It was directly after the Civil War that Hickok would earn stardom as the first famous gunfighter of the West. In Springfield, Missouri, in the summer of 1865, Hickok met a man named Davis Tutt, who was basically the Confederate version of himself—also a scout and a guerilla with a reputation for sharpshooting. Both had political aspirations, but their political identities diverged widely. Add to this political rivalry an unsettled gambling debt and competition for the affection of a local woman and you had a toxic mix.8
On July 21, 1865, around sundown, Hickok ran into Tutt in the central town square. The two faced each other. Hickok yelled, “Don’t come any closer, Dave!” but Tutt advanced and drew his revolver. Both fired at about the same time—but while Tutt’s bullet whistled overhead, Hickok struck Tutt in the heart, killing him almost instantly. Hickok was arrested and tried for murder, but invoking the “no duty to retreat” clause of Missouri law, Hickok persuaded the jury to acquit him. Thus, instead of going to jail, Hickok became nationally famous, particularly revered among Republicans.
Though this would be Hickok’s first famous gunfight, it was hardly his last or his most renowned. Hickok’s myth is built more upon his later career, during the 1870s, as a so-called “peace officer” in western towns—which deserves some explanation. First off, in understanding his ideology, it’s important to note that Hickok was a firm believer in the wielding of northeastern political and economic control over the West. He did not question the desirability or morality of large-scale corporate and federal interests acquiring and capturing the vast natural wealth of the West. Indeed, as large-scale cattle ranches, meatpackers, and railroads increasingly flexed their muscles in the West, Hickok volunteered as a defender of this new regime, serving as a peace officer in some of the key places where northern capital confronted western workers and settlers.
One such place was Abilene, Kansas, a key node in the developing western ranching economy. It was a central rail hub, one of the spots where the cattle herds of the southern Great Plains were loaded onto railcars and shipped to the Union Stock Yards of Chicago. Across 1870s Abilene, one could find many agents of corporate power: the railroads, the Chicago cattle agents, and the local merchants. Nearly all were Republicans and proponents of big business.
These upper-crust Abilene businessmen hired Hickok as a peace officer, to try to protect the emerging status quo. Who did they worry would derail their business enterprise? The primary suspects were the hundreds of cowboys who drove cattle into town several times a season. When cattle arrived, Abilene became crowded with rowdy men celebrating their paycheck and looking to blow off some steam after months in the saddle. These folks, it became obvious, didn’t share the values of Abilene’s elite. To make things worse, many of these cowboys were Texans, southerners, many of them Confederate veterans, most Democrats. Hickok’s job, therefore, was to keep these cowboys in line and ensure that they didn’t threaten the smooth operation of western cattle capitalism.
The stewing pot of political and ideological rivalry came to a boil in October 1871. The conflict began rather comically. Hickok had coerced the Texan owners of the Bull’s Head Saloon to remove a recently installed sign displaying a sexually aroused bull, which the Abilene business elite objected to. But it soon spiraled into a bitter feud that pitted the bar’s co-owners, Phil Coe and Ben Thompson, both staunch Democrats, against Hickok, whom they reviled and resented as a hired gun of northern capital. On October 5, in the wake of an unusually riotous celebration at the Bull’s Head, Hickok confronted the owners in front of the saloon, and Coe and Hickok drew their revolvers at the same time. Coe’s bullets flew wide, and Hickok’s struck Coe in the stomach, killing him three days later. Once again, the defender of eastern capital stood tall against its critics.
Jesse James and “Wild Bill” were not the only gunfighters whose violent work was entangled with the political and economic disputes of the West. Tom Horn, John Wesley Hardin, Wyatt Earp—each of their careers was shaped by the ideological, partisan, and sectional axes of identity that fueled the region’s violence. Of course, there were plenty of psychotic and egotistical gunslingers who killed for simpler and more personal reasons. But on the whole, as gunfighters stepped out of life and into mythology, their identities and motivations were flattened beyond recognition.
However, there is one group of gunmen that Red Dead Redemption II portrays far more accurately. They were neither outlaws nor lawmen, but fell somewhere in between. They were the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, to whom we turn next.
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The Pinkertons
Just about all the names of people and places in the Red Dead Redemption games are fictionalized. There was no Dutch van der Linde to be found in the U.S. census rolls of the 1890s, nor did any real Americans live in New Austin, Armadillo, Blackwater, or Annesburg—each place is born from Rockstar developers’ imaginations. There are some people and places obviously based on historical inspirations—Rains Fall and Red Cloud of the Lakota Sioux, Saint Denis and New Orleans—but nearly everything else is made up.
That is, except for one crucial institution that stands out like a sore thumb in this fictionalized landscape: the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. This private police agency, which serves as the van der Linde gang’s key antagonist, appears in the game by precisely the same name it operated under in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
This experiment in historical realism led to trouble for Rockstar Games, as the inclusion of the Pinkerton name in Red Dead Redemption II sparked a high-profile lawsuit in 2019. To many folks’ surprise, Pinkerton Consulting and Investigations still operates in the twenty-first century, though they are now owned by the Swedish firm Securitas AB. Less surprising, at least if you’ve played the game, is that the modern-day Pinkertons were insulted by their depiction on the digital screen, calling it a “baseless” and “inaccurate” portrayal. The game, argued the infuriated Pinkerton Consulting president in 2019, “encourages people to murder Pinkertons.” In his view, Rockstar was profiteering “at the expense of real-life people who represent a brand today.” (No real-life Pinkerton homicides have yet been linked to the game.)1
In response to this allegation of trademark infringement, Take-Two Interactive (the parent company of Rockstar Games) fired back. In legal documents available online, Take-Two’s lawyers claimed that Red Dead Redemption II “is a historically accurate video game,” and its depiction of the Pinkertons “is but one of a myriad of ways that Red Dead 2 accurately portrays the historical Nineteenth Century American landscape.” After all, it is “established historical fact” that Pinkertons were “employed by wealthy business owners and robber barons to protect their interests, often resulting in violent clashes between Pinkertons and civilians.” This rebuttal must have been effective, because a few months later, Pinkerton Consulting withdrew their demand for a cease-and-desist, and the case faded from the headlines.2
Yet the abortive lawsuit never settled the core question it raised: was Red Dead Redemption II’s portrayal of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency baseless and inaccurate? In the game, the Pinkertons are clear-cut villains, ruthless guns-for-hire ushering in an unequal new regime of “law and order.” They are widely unpopular, viewed as mercenaries of big business. In their service of eastern elites like Leviticus Cornwall, the Pinkertons of 1899 are the western outlaw’s most feared adversary.
As is so often the case, Red Dead Redemption II’s representation contains many nuggets of truth, a good deal of missing context, and an imprecise chronology. There is no doubt that by the 1890s “Pinkerton” had become one of the most toxic household names in America. Yet the agency earned this reputation not by chasing western train robbers—something they had done back in the 1870s, which had won them public approval. The Pinkertons had always done the bidding of big business, though this alone hadn’t earned them condemnation and hatred. That only came in the 1880s and 1890s, when the agency moved away from the pursuit of western outlaws and toward the violent work of repressing the budding American labor movement. By 1899, the agency was overwhelmingly devoted to breaking strikes, infiltrating labor unions, and undermining political radicalism.
From its earliest beginnings in the 1850s to the agency’s decline by the 1920s, the Pinkertons were wrapped up in the larger harnessing of the West by corporate America. As such, they deserve their time in this book’s spotlight.
As might be obvious from its name, the Pinkerton National Detective Agency is inseparable from its larger-than-life founder, Allan Pinkerton. He was born in 1819 in Glasgow, Scotland, to a humble family. He was charismatic and had both good luck and a knack for self-promotion. As a young man, Pinkerton got caught up in the British struggle for workers’ rights and became a devoted member of the Chartists. This social movement, which peaked in the 1830s and 1840s, pushed to end the aristocracy’s control of government and bring working-class men into positions of political power. As such, the young Pinkerton styled himself as a real man of the people, as a tireless advocate for the salt of the earth. (Considering the anti-labor reputation his agency would later earn, this is more than a little ironic.)3
In the early 1840s, the British government cracked down on the Chartists, and a young Allan Pinkerton was forced to abandon his homeland. In 1842, he fled the British Isles, landing first in Canada but eventually finding his way to Chicago. Allan Pinkerton was now an American, and he turned his passion for politics toward American ends. He became a devoted antislavery crusader, and even raised money to support the work of John Brown, the fellow abolitionist who would later be executed for attempting to orchestrate a slave revolt in Virginia.4
Activism, however, did not pay much, and Pinkerton had to take up a trade. He became a cooper, or barrel-maker; it was decent work, if not particularly exciting. But Pinkerton would not remain a barrel man for long. As he told it, one day in 1847 he was scouting for wood to supply his trade when he stumbled upon a suspicious group of men in the Illinois backcountry. He had discovered a group of counterfeiters, con men who were printing illegal money. Pinkerton dutifully snuck off, notified the local sheriff, led him back to the camp, and had the outlaws arrested. This experience was thrilling, and it was Pinkerton’s first taste of serving as a surrogate of law enforcement, working with the police but without an official badge.5
Giving up the coopering trade, Pinkerton formed the North West Police Agency in Chicago in 1855. (At this time, Illinois was understood to be a northwestern state, hence the name.) The agency’s legal status was a bit hazy. Pinkerton’s group began with official contracts with the U.S. Postal Service, tracking counterfeiters and mail fraud, yet the NWPA was not a formal wing of government. And as the 1850s wound on, he found many more clients in the private sector. He learned that the most lucrative contracts were in providing armed protection to “express companies” like Wells Fargo, the Adams Express Company, and the American Express Company. These firms, many of which are economic juggernauts today, had been founded in the middle of the 1800s and worked to transfer money, usually gold, across vast distances. As such, they were prime targets for both bandits and corrupt employees, who sought to skim off the top. Pinkerton’s agency was contracted to prevent both, a task at which it excelled.6
By 1860, Pinkerton’s reputation was spreading, and he changed his group’s name to reflect his growing ambitions (and ego). Early in this new decade, the North West Police Agency became Pinkerton’s National Police Agency. The group also adopted its longtime icon and slogan: a large open eye, accompanied by the words “We Never Sleep.” Yet what truly launched Pinkerton’s career was the outbreak of the Civil War soon after. There was no uncertainty over whom he would favor in the unfolding drama; indeed, by this time, Pinkerton had become a vocal Republican, joining the newly founded party that had just voted Abraham Lincoln into office. Thanks to his political connections, Pinkerton found his way into the president’s inner circle. And his big break, which made “Pinkerton” a household name, came in February of 1861. Lincoln had not yet been inaugurated, but several southern states had seceded, and the nation was nervously watching to see how things might unfold. In this tense moment, Pinkerton claimed to have discovered a Confederate plot to assassinate Lincoln on his voyage through Baltimore, which lay in a slave state that remained loyal to the Union. And even better, Pinkerton proudly boasted that he had sabotaged the assassins and saved Lincoln’s life.7
This was a bold claim, and one that made Pinkerton famous. Was it true? This is much less certain. Most of the historical evidence suggests that the assassination plot was based more in rumor than reality, and that Pinkerton didn’t do all that much to sabotage it; newspapers of the day published conflicting accounts of the conspiracy. Yet Pinkerton didn’t let inconvenient facts get in the way of his self-promotion, and it wouldn’t be the last time he publicly boasted of heroic accomplishments. In this case, it worked, because Pinkerton was able to leverage his performance in Baltimore into a full-time appointment as an intelligence operative for George McClellan, Lincoln’s top general. During the rest of the war, Pinkerton and his men sleuthed undercover in Washington, hoping to detect Confederate spies in the capital, with varying levels of success. Indeed, if Pinkerton had truly been the underground mastermind he claimed to be, perhaps he could have foiled the very real assassination of Lincoln in April 1865.8
Flush with cash and now with a national reputation, Pinkerton emerged from the war with grand visions for the future. And like many postwar Americans, his eyes were on the West. He knew the frail status of law enforcement in many of the western territories, and he made it his company’s mission to provide private police in areas where the reach of the regular police did not extend, particularly in support of railroads and express companies, the same firms he’d contracted with before the war. As such, Pinkerton became intimately involved with the harnessing of the West. His squad of hired agents became pro-corporate gunfighters. There were no uncertainties about the political identity of the Pinkertons in their new western playground: they were firmly Republican and pro-business, with a northern base of support and cozy relationships with bankers, financiers, and railroad men.9
Such an identity, however, would earn Pinkerton many enemies, especially among anti-corporate, pro-southern Democrats in the West. Foremost among them was the outlaw Jesse James, whose bloody feud with Pinkerton in the early 1870s would become legendary. James, as we already know, had been a pro-slavery Confederate guerilla in his home state of Missouri and had turned to crime in the postwar years, often targeting the symbols of northern Republicanism. In 1873–74, the James-Younger gang ramped up their robberies, hitting a series of well-laden trains in Missouri. Feeling the sting, the Adams Express Company hired Pinkerton to track and apprehend the gang, hopeful that the famous detective would accomplish what the local police could not.10
Pinkerton expected the mission to be quick and neat, and he dispatched a fleet of agents to Missouri to track the James-Younger crew. They learned the locations of the gang’s headquarters in early 1874, and one agent—Joseph Whicher—was tasked with going undercover as a farmworker and scouting out the spot. The ruse did not work. The gang grew suspicious, captured Whicher, and executed him in cold blood. Soon thereafter, to punish the Pinkertons for their meddling, the gang ambushed a Pinkerton squad elsewhere in the state and triggered a gunfight that left another agent dead. By this point, Allan Pinkerton was seething with fury. This had become a personal vendetta. “My blood was spilt,” Pinkerton wrote angrily to a friend, “and they must pay. There is no use talking—they must die.”11
Pinkerton’s agency by now employed hundreds of men and was backed by deep-pocketed eastern elites. On paper, they clearly outgunned the James-Younger gang, a ragtag bunch of bandits. But Pinkerton would find his war with them a tough campaign, in part because many local white Missourians, who were also Democrats and bitter toward northern Republicans, favored and aided the outlaws over the Pinkertons. Indeed, the James-Younger crew was then earning a mythical status as folk heroes, especially among whites nostalgic for the days of the Confederacy. This made Pinkerton’s task far more difficult. The Adams Express Company, which had originally hired Pinkerton for the job, recognized this difficulty and canceled their contract, deciding that it was too risky and giving up the chase of the gang. But Pinkerton plowed forward, thirsting for vengeance. He bet on one big showdown that would settle the score.12
That showdown would come in January of 1875, in the botched raid recounted in this book’s introduction. Failing to capture Frank or Jesse James, Pinkerton succeeded only in killing a boy, maiming a grandmother, and getting egg on his face. The gang mocked Pinkerton in the aftermath, adding insult to injury. Meanwhile, public opinion in Missouri favored the outlaws over the detectives. The state legislature very nearly passed legislation commending the James-Younger gang and offering amnesty; the measure only failed by a few votes. Seeing this wide public backlash, Pinkerton acknowledged reality. By the end of the year, he bitterly called off his hunt of the gang. The brothers had won.13
But if Pinkerton admitted defeat in Missouri, his national prominence only continued to grow. As he had learned back in the Civil War, good publicity could compensate for shoddy detective work. So in the aftermath of his besting by the James-Younger gang, Pinkerton waged a war of words on the national stage, writing a slew of books that sensationalized his agency’s pursuits. Between 1875 and 1884, Pinkerton published no fewer than seventeen books, with formulaic titles like Bank Robbers and the Detectives, Mississippi Outlaws and the Detectives, and The Railroad Forger and the Detectives. These books were half sappy dime novel and half explicit advertising for his agency. In each, the Pinkertons appear as heroes of the modern age, employing science and logic to crack the toughest cases. The books were wildly popular and did a great deal to popularize the agency. If the Pinkertons had won few fans in a southern state like Missouri, the agency enjoyed a wide and positive reputation in Republican-leaning northern and midwestern states.14
This popularity, though, would not last forever. And the milestone that changed the trajectory of the Pinkertons came in the summer of 1884, when the company’s founder suddenly died. Allan Pinkerton’s demise is a bizarre story, exemplary of history being stranger than fiction. Instead of falling to a vengeful bandit’s bullet, Pinkerton accidentally stumbled and fell on the street in Chicago, biting his tongue in the fall. It got infected, and gangrene set in, eventually claiming his life. The man who had spent so much of his career shouting his success perished of an oral injury. He was sixty-five.15
But the Pinkerton corporation marched on. Indeed, the agency grew by leaps and bounds in the coming decades, albeit in a very different direction, thanks to its new leadership: Robert and William Pinkerton, Allan’s two sons (the latter of which is pictured at the opening of this chapter). They shared a last name with their father, but little else. These boys had not grown up poor, nor did they subscribe to the same idealistic politics that their father had entertained—if not always lived. They were raised in luxury, often surrounded by the wealthy men who employed their father. And the sons saw their father’s work as marking only the first phase of their agency. They believed that chasing outlaws on behalf of express companies was small business compared to what they could be doing—pledging their armed agents to the industrial corporations at the helm of America’s economy.16
By the 1880s, what these corporations were worried about was not bandits and highwaymen but labor unions. During the postwar decades, the struggle between workers and their bosses was coming to a boil. The 1870s had seen some of the very first nationwide strikes in American history, with chanting mobs filling the streets and demanding rights in the workplace. More and more American workers were joining labor unions like the Knights of Labor, whose members banded together to bargain collectively with their employers rather than on a one-on-one basis. This terrified the corporate elite, and they did everything in their power to sabotage the collective power of workers. First, they tried to paint them as bloodthirsty revolutionaries: they called them anarchists and communists, even though the vast majority of unionized workers were neither. When that failed, capitalists called in muscle to repress strikes with force, often from the national guard, from state governors, or from Washington. American troops killing American workers—it was a shocking sight in the 1870s, yet one that would become more and more common.
They also called on the Pinkertons, who were often the most reliable, quickest to arrive, and most efficient in repressing “unruly” workers. With their eye on the dollar, the brothers turned their father’s corporation into a private army for capitalists during the late 1880s and 1890s.
In Arthur Morgan’s first encounter with the Pinkertons in Red Dead Redemption II, there is a tense standoff on the banks of the river where, moments earlier, Arthur had been peacefully fishing with John Marston’s young son. Trading insults rather than bullets, Arthur and agent Andrew Milton spar over the contrasting ways of life they represent. “You people venerate savagery,” the Pinkerton spits at our protagonist, “and you will die savagely.” Arthur cannot contain his disgust for Milton, as he fires back: “You enjoy being a rich man’s toy, do you?”
If Arthur had known the full extent of the Pinkertons’ cozy relationship with corporate America, he would have added even more barbs to his insult. Between 1885 and 1900, the agency consistently and predictably served as Wall Street’s mercenaries. They infiltrated unions and radical workers’ societies and egged them on to violence. They shot striking workers in cold blood, hoping to break their challenge to the bosses. But the most shocking example of the Pinkertons as a “rich man’s toy” came in 1892, at the Homestead Strike in Pennsylvania—or as it was known at the time, the “Battle of Homestead.”17
Homestead, which sits on the Monongahela River on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, was the site of Andrew Carnegie’s most productive steel mill. Carnegie, a Scottish immigrant not unlike Allan Pinkerton in background, had built a vast industrial empire in his firm U.S. Steel—an empire whose profitability depended on paying low wages to its rank-and-file workers. But during the 1880s and 1890s these same workers pushed to organize in the first wave of American unionization. At Homestead, the Amalgamated Iron and Steel Workers were gaining momentum, hoping to build enough worker solidarity to confront the mill’s hated manager and Carnegie’s top lieutenant, Henry Clay Frick. Frick, however, had no plans to compromise. He despised the union and planned not for compromise but for war, building armed fortifications at the mill in case a strike erupted. These included a twelve-foot fence, rifle holes, and water mains equipped to blast workers with boiling liquid. It’s no surprise workers bitterly called the militarized factory “Fort Frick.”18
Undeterred by the threat of repression, the Homestead workers voted to strike in June of 1892, refusing to return to work until Frick and U.S. Steel came to the bargaining table. Frick immediately made plans to bring in hundreds of “scabs,” nonunion workers who agreed to cross picket lines and work amid the strike. But Frick faced a major obstacle in getting them into the factory: crowds of angry strikers refused to budge and allow the scabs to pass. How would Frick break this stalemate? With a well-timed call to the Pinkertons. On the morning of July 6, three hundred armed Pinkerton agents boarded barges on the opposite side of the Monongahela River from the factory and sailed across with the intention of scattering the strikers and bringing the scabs in to work. It was difficult to see this as anything but a declaration of war. And indeed, before the Pinkerton boats landed, shots rang out, likely fired by the agents crossing the river. Mayhem erupted, and a fourteen-hour gun battle between the Pinkertons and the strikers followed. (When Arthur Morgan takes up a Gatling gun to defend his gang’s camp from the Pinkertons, the parallels to Homestead are clear.) By the end of the day, twelve men lay dead: nine strikers and three Pinkertons. At the bloody conclusion of the battle, the hired guns retreated from the city, their departure bringing cheers from the strikers. Yet soon thereafter, the Pennsylvania state militia arrived to disperse the workers. In time, the strike was broken.19
The Battle of Homestead marked a turning point for the Pinkertons in public opinion. The agency was already reviled by millions of workers; Terence Powderly, head of the Knights of Labor, called them “human brute[s] devoid of intelligence, manhood, self-respect and decency.” But after the bloodshed at Homestead, more conservative middle-class commentators turned on the agency and the larger trend of “Pinkertonism”—that is, big business hiring their own private armies. The New York Times accused the Pinkertons of hiring “members of the class of petty criminals,” who “as a rule [have] shown a recklessness of human life.” Harper’s Weekly called out the Pinkertons for what they were: “a private military corporation,” “being in the pay of some rich man or corporation.”20
The violence of 1892 put the Pinkertons on the defensive, tarring their reputation and instigating a slow decline of the company. As the twentieth century opened, the Pinkerton name had grown so toxic that many industrialists favored other mercenary agencies, like Baldwin-Felts or Bergoff Brothers, who could do their dirty work without the name recognition and taint of Homestead. As a result, in American pop culture, the Pinkertons inherited a status as the villains of Gilded Age America, the merciless shock troops of corporate power. This status was showcased in countless films and TV series featuring the infamous detectives, from The Long Riders (1980) to HBO’s Deadwood (2004–6) and, of course, Rockstar’s games.
In the years following, William and Robert Pinkerton scrambled to regain the agency’s former popularity and standing, when it had hunted outlaws rather than killing strikers. They needed a return to form, and they needed it fast. Their moment would come in June of 1899. A gang of outlaws had just robbed a Union Pacific train in Wyoming, and the company’s president contacted the Pinkertons for help. But the culprit was no regular outlaw. The Washington Post called him the “boss bad man of the west.” He went by the name Butch Cassidy, and he called his gang the Wild Bunch. Eager to burnish their image, the Pinkertons took the contract. Perhaps no other single moment in American history did more to shape the plot of Red Dead Redemption II.21
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The Wild Bunch
It’s a tale so quirky and unique that surely it must be original. At the turn of the twentieth century, as corporate order comes to the American West, an outlaw gang remains on the prowl. The gang is led by an idealistic dreamer who promises an escape to a distant land after one last big score. His most trusted lieutenant and triggerman is more jaded, and strives to pull his leader’s head out of the clouds. The gang pulls off a series of audacious train robberies, but in doing so, they provoke the fury of a wealthy railroad tycoon, who recruits mercenaries to chase down the gang and kill them in cold blood. Pursued by foes both numerous and relentless, the gang’s leader and his lieutenant wind up in a Latin American nation where the local constabulary joins the hunt for their heads. Outgunned and overwhelmed by the changing times, our noble bandits ultimately die a violent death at the hands of their pursuers.
You would be forgiven for thinking that I’m narrating the plot of Red Dead Redemption II—but the paragraph above is the storyline of the 1969 Hollywood blockbuster Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. You might have imagined Dutch van der Linde as the idealistic gang leader, but I was describing Paul Newman playing the role of Butch Cassidy, while his sidekick was Robert Redford’s “Sundance Kid.” Of course, the Red Dead Redemption series draws upon many western films, but none more obviously than the 1969 classic. Many fans have recognized this. On YouTube, you can find video guides showing how to neatly replicate Paul Newman’s look in the Red Dead Online character creator.1
Yet Newman and Redford’s film was itself not wholly original. As the opening credits declare: “most of what follows is true.” The movie was a dramatization of a real episode in American history: the criminal exploits of Butch Cassidy and his Wild Bunch, which made headlines between the 1880s and the 1900s. And the documented history of the Wild Bunch even more closely resembles the outlaws of Red Dead Redemption II than the 1969 film does. To shed light on the lives of these real bandits who roamed the 1890s West, in this chapter we follow the dramatic career of the Wild Bunch. In their lives we’ll see the intersection of nearly all the themes we’ve explored so far.
Butch Cassidy was not born by that name, or into circumstances that would point him toward a life of crime. He was born Robert LeRoy Parker in 1866, in the small town of Beaver, Utah. Bob, as he was known, was the firstborn son of a devout and caring Mormon family; his parents were from England and Scotland and had moved to Utah a few years after converting to Mormonism. Bob grew up immersed in their faith, and his afternoons and evenings after school would have been marked by prayer and the singing of hymns. But Bob also grew up in ranching country, and cows, horses, and the range became second nature. His childhood was thus defined as much by the seasonality of the cattle drives as it was by the Book of Mormon.2
Bob was a respectful and well-behaved young man, but he chafed at the limitations of a future as a ranch hand, and at the humble life of his lower-middle-class parents. These frustrations mounted as a teenager, when Bob came to know a man that would change his life: a cowboy just a few years older than him named Mike Cassidy. Cassidy worked alongside Bob at the ranch where they were both employed, and Mike quickly became a role model. Charismatic and with a glint in his eye, Mike had lived a far more daring life than his teenage friend. Particularly, he had discovered the money that could be made in stealing horses from the massive ranches that dotted Utah, Colorado, and Wyoming. Bob’s mother worried that the larger-than-life Cassidy would lead her son to stray from his moral path, and her fears were confirmed when she learned that Mike had taught Bob how to shoot with his revolver. Though the two young men only spent a few months together, Mike would instill in Bob a passion for adventure and would later serve as inspiration for a newly taken name.3
At the age of eighteen, Bob Parker departed Utah in search of glory and easy money. He hoped to find it in Telluride, Colorado, a mining boom town caught up in the western gold fever of the mid-to-late-1800s. (The very name Telluride was drawn from the mineral tellurium, often discovered alongside gold deposits.) Bob took a job at a nearby ranch and fell in with a group of young men whose passions included both horse racing and cattle “rustling,” or stealing and reselling animals from large ranches. It was one of these men that suggested that the profits of rustling paled in comparison to carefully planned robbery. On June 22, 1889, a group of four masked men dressed in cowboy finery, one of them Bob Parker, rode into Telluride and entered the San Miguel Valley Bank. Brandishing weapons and threats to use them, they demanded that the tellers fill their sacks with gold and greenbacks. Within minutes, and without any bloodshed, they resaddled their horses, fired their revolvers in the air to terrify passersby, and rode out of town. They had stolen nearly $21,000, worth about half a million dollars in today’s currency.4
Such brazen theft, pulled off in the light of day, inevitably invited pursuit from the authorities. To dodge the lawmen on their tail, Bob and his friends headed to a desolate and remote network of valleys and canyons near Telluride called, either affectionately or derisively, “Robber’s Roost.” This archipelago of cliffs and buttes, only navigable by those with great knowledge and experience, would come to harbor the growing gang of outlaws several times in the years to come. Life in such a hideout looked a lot like the Red Dead Redemption II base camps, with meager accommodations, raucous drinking, and lively nights spent singing and playing music around the campfire. It was in the weeks of hiding after the Telluride robbery that Bob Parker decided, in hopes of dodging the law, to take a new name. In honor of his boyhood hero Mike Cassidy, he renamed himself George Cassidy. (Not long thereafter, he would take the nickname “Butch,” after working in a butcher’s shop.) An outlaw legend was born.5
Several weeks of living low at Robber’s Roost must have been enough to shake the authorities, because soon afterward the outlaws split their earnings and headed in separate directions. With a new name and pockets bulging with money, Butch Cassidy returned to the ranching life he knew best. He fled Telluride for Johnson County, Wyoming, hoping to find work and anonymity. As it turns out, this was the wrong place to begin a peaceful life. If Johnson County sounds familiar, it is because a few chapters ago we learned how it became the epicenter of a violent struggle between powerful ranchers and the cowboys that raised their stock. The dispute revolved around rustling, or animal theft. The ranchers accused their underlings of it, while the cowboys claimed such accusations were fabricated and merely served to keep small competitors out of the ranching game.
Mostly, the accusations were false, but there was a grain of truth in them. We know this because Butch Cassidy was one of these rustlers. After the Telluride heist, Cassidy fell into his old trade of cattle and horse theft. But in the tense atmosphere of Johnson County in the early 1890s, it would prove to be his undoing. In the spring of 1892, the young man was apprehended for stealing a horse worth five dollars. A pittance compared to the tens of thousands he had helped steal a few years earlier, though of course the Wyoming police had no knowledge of this crime. Yet it was enough to warrant jail time, especially in the midst of the Johnson County War. In a belated trial in June 1894, a jury convicted “George Cassidy” of horse theft and sentenced him to two years in prison.6
His years in the Wyoming State Penitentiary would change his life, though not in the way the state had hoped. If Cassidy had entered prison conflicted about his criminal pursuits and haunted by the Mormon morality of his upbringing, he would leave prison with no such reservations. Spending more than a year with seasoned criminals and hearing of their heists only further turned him away from his parents’ morality. We can catch a glimpse of this in Cassidy’s early-release hearing with the Wyoming governor around Christmas of 1895. Learning of his good behavior in prison, the governor informed Cassidy that he had the possibility of leaving prison several months early. But to be eligible, Cassidy had to swear he’d give up rustling for good. According to some accounts, Cassidy said that he couldn’t make that promise in good conscience—but he did promise to do his rustling outside of Wyoming. Whatever Cassidy’s precise words were, they were enough to warrant an early pardon. On January 6, 1896, he walked free.7
Cassidy spent the following months scheming to put his prison education to use, by planning a bank robbery to rival the first heist in Telluride. On August 13, 1896, the plan came to fruition. Cassidy and two gangmates, Elzy Lay and Bub Meeks, rode into the quiet ranching town of Montpelier, Idaho. It was 3 p.m., just a half hour before the Montpelier Bank’s closing time, and after a full day’s worth of deposits. The three men, wearing masks and brandishing Winchesters, burst into the bank and demanded all the gold and bills. As with Telluride, no one was shot in the robbery, though a reluctant bank teller was cuffed by one outlaw, who was then chastised by Cassidy for the unnecessary violence. Once again, the gang rode away in a frenzy, concealing their trail so well that lawmen fruitlessly searched for their hideout. The robbery was trademark Cassidy: well-planned, bloodless, and quickly executed. It netted the gang about $16,500; not quite as much as Telluride, but an astounding sum by any measure. And it only made Cassidy hungry for more.8
It was not long after the Montpelier job that Cassidy first ran across the man who would ultimately become his closest partner, the Arthur to his Dutch: Harry Longabaugh, or as he would later come to be known, the Sundance Kid. A year younger than Cassidy, Longabaugh had grown up on the outskirts of Philadelphia but had moved to Colorado in the early 1880s with his parents, who’d been drawn west by the promise of wealth. By his late teens, Longabaugh was a seasoned cowboy, working the ranges for several different ranches in Colorado and Wyoming. The cowboy life made for meager living, but it presented countless opportunities for petty crime to compensate for the low wages and monotony. For Longabaugh, it was larceny that first got him in trouble: he stole a horse, saddle, and revolver from fellow ranch hands in Crook County, Wyoming. Arrested for the crime and standing before a jury, Longabaugh was sentenced to eighteen months of hard labor in a new penitentiary in Crook County built to make escape nearly impossible. The jail was named after the small town in which it was housed: Sundance. Upon release, Longabaugh would adopt the name of the prison as a mark of pride and would use it to his death.9
Cassidy and Longabaugh joined forces in either 1896 or 1897 and would grow to be inseparable. They neatly complemented each other: Cassidy was the master planner and the architect of their criminal pursuits, while Longabaugh was the cool-headed translator of plans into action. And with the two of them at the center, they began building a gang of eight or nine men whose exploits would grow to legendary proportions. They were called the Wild Bunch, in reference to their unrestrained antics: riding hard and fast into towns, celebrating raucously, always conspicuously loud. They are the most obvious inspiration behind the van der Linde gang.10
Like Dutch and company, the Wild Bunch undertook robberies primarily for personal gain, not as a moral crusade against capitalism. Butch and Harry, like the van der Linde crew, certainly had disdain for the corporate titans of their day, but it was desire for their wealth far more than social justice that motivated their heists. (The 1969 film amplified the Robin Hood qualities of the gang, but this was born more from the sixties antiauthoritarianism of the film’s creators than the historical record.) In another parallel to Arthur and Dutch, Butch Cassidy had a pronounced distaste for the racist ideologies so dominant around the turn of the century. One Black gambling companion of the gang noted that if anyone treated him unfairly, Butch would “get after them” with furious vengeance. But in contrast to the van der Linde gang’s multiracial and multiethnic makeup, the core members of the Wild Bunch were all English-speaking white men. Their names—Harvey Logan, Elzy Lay, George Currie, Bub Meeks—speak to the relative homogeneity of the Wild Bunch. And in perhaps the greatest difference with Dutch and Arthur, Butch Cassidy and Harry Longabaugh were neither bloodthirsty nor seasoned killers. While the van der Linde gang piles up astronomical body counts in their digital adventures, Butch and Sundance took great care to avoid bloodshed in their robberies. It is likely that they did not kill until the final frantic days of their lives. There were killers who circulated through the Wild Bunch, to be sure, but the gang’s leadership consistently sought to keep blood off their hands.11
The arrival of Longabaugh did not only coalesce the gang; it also meant their venturing into a new genre of crime intimately familiar to Sundance: the train robbery. This was no easy task, as by the 1890s railroads were growing savvy to the techniques of rural bandits, introducing armored express cars with near-foolproof safes, and even special boxcars carrying mounted gunmen to give chase. But after his first train robbery in 1892, Longabaugh had become an expert at the daunting task of stopping and robbing locomotives. And in June of 1899, the Wild Bunch planned a railroad heist of grand scale. Their target was the Union Pacific’s Overland Limited, reputed to be carrying great wealth for one of the largest rail lines in the nation.12
Right around dawn on the morning of June 2, near the tiny hamlet of Medicine Bow, Wyoming, the gang struck in a scene so similar to the robbery of Leviticus Cornwall’s train in the early hours of Red Dead Redemption II that the resemblance is surely not accidental. First, the robbers dynamited a bridge and forced the train to a stop. Then four gang members boarded the train, holding the engineers at gunpoint. Their primary interest was in the express car, where valuables were usually held. Standing outside of the car, they demanded that the “messenger”—the employee inside the express car and responsible for its contents—open the door. The messenger, E. C. Woodcock, refused. The Wild Bunch then proceeded to fix an explosive to the door, which blew out the side of the car but miraculously did not injure Woodcock. Entering the car, the masked men then dynamited the two safes on board and grabbed the bank notes within. With their prize in hand, the gang walked back to where their horses were waiting, split up, and rode off in a frenzy.13
Until now, we have heard how Cassidy and his men were masters of escape, outwitting the lawmen that trailed them after earlier robberies. But with a holdup as audacious as this, an easy getaway would be a tough prospect. A large posse of law officers gathered and gave chase, and this time they would catch up with one wing of the gang. (It remains uncertain which gang members were present, as criminals are by nature averse to detailed record-keeping.) At a ranch west of Casper Creek in Wyoming, the posse discovered the hiding outlaws, and a firefight erupted. Though the gang was outnumbered, their defensive position behind ranch buildings put them at an advantage, and the posse was forced to advance on foot. The outlaws managed to get away, but not without spilling blood. Converse County Sheriff Josiah Hazen took a bullet in the abdomen from the fleeing bandits; it is probable that Elzy Lay was the culprit. Despite getting immediate medical attention from a doctor in the posse, Hazen lost a great deal of blood and died the following day.14
Not only had the Wild Bunch robbed one of the most prominent American railroads, but they had killed the chief lawman pursuing them. This would make headlines across the nation. Days after the robbery, the New York Herald described the Wild Bunch as “lawless men who have lived long in the crags and become like eagles.” Of course, among the gang, this attention was most unwanted. Equally unwanted was the vengeful fury of the Union Pacific Railroad, and particularly its chief, Edward H. Harriman. Harriman had taken control of the Union Pacific a year prior to the robbery and prided himself in his ability to protect his cargo from western bandits. (The video game’s Leviticus Cornwall is likely inspired by several robber barons, but Harriman would seem the single most obvious blueprint.) Unsurprisingly, Harriman was infuriated at the gang’s flouting of his authority. And to guarantee their capture, Harriman did something decisive to our story. He assigned the pursuit of the gang to Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.15
As we know from the previous chapter, by 1899 the Pinkertons had largely gotten out of the business of chasing western outlaws, serving instead as anti-labor mercenaries. But in the wake of the disastrous 1892 Homestead Strike, Allan Pinkerton’s sons were desperate to rebrand their agency’s public image. As such, the Pinkertons eagerly accepted the task of tracking down Butch Cassidy and the Wild Bunch, hopeful that the capture of this renowned group of outlaws would win back some of the good favor that Allan Pinkerton had gained with his bandit chases of the 1870s. Marking the case as a priority, Robert Pinkerton personally assigned the capture or killing of the Wild Bunch to his most savvy western agent, a man who styled himself as a “cowboy detective”: Charlie Siringo.16
Siringo would become the nemesis of the Wild Bunch in the years to come, and I have no doubt that he serves as the key inspiration behind Agent Andrew Milton of Red Dead Redemption II, the relentless pursuer of the van der Linde gang. But in his personality and background, Siringo was a far cry from Milton, the cold and business-minded bureaucrat. Siringo was born in 1855 in Texas, the son of an Italian father and Irish mother. Like Butch Cassidy, ranching and livestock were in his blood. In the late 1870s, he worked as a cowboy on the massive ranches of the Texas Panhandle; in those years he even maintained an improbable friendship with the famed outlaw Billy the Kid, who engaged Siringo in shooting competitions. But after 1886, Siringo pledged his gun to the Pinkertons, hoping to find better pay for his adventures. Between then and his 1899 assignment to the Wild Bunch, he did a range of dirty jobs for the agency. He served as a western “stock detective”—essentially, a hired gun to track down horse and cattle thieves. And reflecting the anti-labor obsession of the Pinkertons under the leadership of Robert and William, from 1891 to 1893 he infiltrated the Miners’ Union in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, sparking a showdown that would erupt into explosive violence.17
Red Dead Redemption II’s Agent Milton is an unflinching believer in the Pinkerton cause, committed to the opinion that corporate law and order means a “civilized land,” as Milton spits at the van der Linde gang in one tense encounter. One might imagine, based on his decade-plus of service to the agency, that Charlie Siringo was cut from similar cloth. But that wasn’t actually the case. Siringo nurtured misgivings about the Pinkertons over the years, and these would ultimately result in his dramatic break with the agency in the 1910s. Indeed, Siringo wrote a scathing takedown of his former employer in 1914 titled Two Evil Isms: Pinkertonism and Anarchism. In it, he aired a litany of grievances against “this crooked agency,” arguing that the Pinkertons fomented violence and chaos as much as the anarchists they claimed to oppose. “The day is fast approaching,” Siringo posited, “when the American people will take a tumble and put this corrupt institution out of commission.”18
Of course, such disillusionment would not surface for some time, and in 1899, when he enters our story of the Wild Bunch, Siringo was still a loyal employee of the Pinkertons. And in the weeks and months after the Union Pacific robbery, he turned his skill in tracking and sleuthing against Butch Cassidy’s crew. He followed all possible leads and built up a thick file on the gang. (Indeed, much of historians’ knowledge of the Wild Bunch comes from Siringo’s Pinkerton records.) He even made his way to Cassidy’s Utah hometown, where he cross-examined childhood playmates and relatives. In addition to Siringo, dozens of Pinkerton detectives combed the West for signs of the gang. The pressure was on.19
How did the Wild Bunch respond to the manhunt? Did they tuck their tail between their legs and go into hiding? Hardly. In a daring display of irreverence that would have made Dutch van der Linde proud, the gang thumbed their noses even further at both the Pinkertons and railroad baron E. H. Harriman. First, in August of 1900, they robbed another Union Pacific train, taking home nearly $55,000, one of the biggest scores in their career. Just as they’d done in Medicine Bow a year earlier, they dynamited the express car and emptied it of its contents. (In a bizarre twist of fate, the same express messenger, E. C. Woodcock, was working the car and bitterly had to surrender his cargo to the gang twice in just over a year.) But to add insult to injury, the Wild Bunch flaunted their presence publicly. In the fall of 1900, the gang paid for a studio photograph in Fort Worth, Texas, dressed in their Sunday finest. The photographer was so proud of the finished product that he displayed the print in his shop window.20
Such showiness came at a price. It wasn’t long before a Pinkerton agent in Fort Worth noticed the studio photo, and soon thereafter the extra forces assigned to the case after the 1900 robbery were hot on the trail of the Wild Bunch. The gang was now confronting organized opposition in ways never seen before. Things weren’t looking good. Cassidy’s close compatriot Elzy Lay was arrested for the murder of a lawman and was sentenced to life in prison. Several other gangmates were apprehended or killed. It seemed as if the West was closing in on the Wild Bunch, and it was not long before Butch and Sundance began dreaming of a big escape. Just as Dutch van der Linde conjures visions of paradise in Tahiti, Cuba, and Australia, Butch Cassidy dreamed of going straight and becoming a rancher in South America.21
But unlike Dutch, whose foreign conquests never get off the drawing board, Cassidy and Longabaugh realized their escape plan. In February of 1901, the two men, alongside Sundance’s girlfriend Etta Place (perhaps the inspiration of Red Dead Redemption II’s Molly O’Shea or Abigail Marston?) journeyed first to New York City, where they boarded a steamer bound for Buenos Aires, Argentina. Their destination was hardly selected at random. (Like Dutch’s Tahiti!) Indeed, the grasslands of central and southern Argentina were a global ranching frontier, drawing investors and immigrants from Europe and elsewhere. For Butch and Harry, who had trouble imagining lawful careers outside of ranching, Argentina seemed a natural fit. With the money from their train heists, they purchased twenty-five thousand acres of ranchland, alongside five hundred cattle, thirteen hundred sheep, and thirty-five horses, in the southern Patagonian territory of Chubut. Their ranch was named Cholila. It seemed like paradise at the end of the rainbow.22
But their dream of peaceful lives as Argentine ranchers was not to be. First off, during their journey to South America, Harry Longabaugh sought treatment for a chronic illness that persisted in the coming years. It’s not entirely certain what condition he suffered from, though he would frequently spit blood because of it. (One former associate described Sundance as “a lunger,” or a sufferer from tuberculosis—which is perhaps what inspired Arthur Morgan’s chronic pulmonary illness in the video game—but the evidence here is inconclusive.) Worse yet, Butch and Sundance grew sloppy in their correspondence, giving precise details as to the location of their ranch in letters home. These letters were intercepted by eager Pinkertons, who had never given up their chase, and promptly rounded up men to kill the members of the gang or extradite them from their new home.23
In May 1905, seeing the buzzards circling around them, Butch and Harry fled their ranch, heading first into Chile and then toward Bolivia, in a mad scramble from authority. In this frenzied escape, they must have given up their pledge to go straight, for records indicate they were behind several bank robberies in rural Argentina and Bolivia. In a tale that echoes the van der Linde gang’s misadventures in the Caribbean island of Guarma, Butch and Sundance flitted from town to town in search of some hope of escape. Yet with South American and North American officials partnered in their pursuit, the two men’s legendary luck ran out. In November 1908, in the small town of San Vicente, Bolivia, the gang was cornered by a regiment of Bolivian lawmen. In a frenetic firefight, the two bandits faced their opponents, and for the first time in their careers, they took several victims among their pursuers. But two gunmen had no chance against the legions of lawmen arriving in San Vicente. Though the deaths of Cassidy and Longabaugh are shrouded in mystery and remain the stuff of conspiracy theory, it is most likely that they committed suicide to avoid capture at the hands of the Bolivians and were buried in shallow graves. The storied career of the outlaws had come to an end.24
Or had it? The Wild Bunch had already passed into legend during their lifetime, and their fame and renown only increased after their deaths. They became the subject of countless dime novels, comic books, and adventure stories; the 1969 film was hardly the first to rehash their careers. And of course, Red Dead Redemption II reanimated the outlaws’ pursuits for an audience even wider than that for the film, though Cassidy and Longabaugh are not explicitly referenced by name.
But the video game is no mere duplicate of the silver-screen classic. It spans a far wider geography than any of the westerns that might have inspired it. After all, the van der Linde gang chase their dreams not only in the West and Latin America. They spend nearly half of their time in the Deep South. Indeed, Rockstar’s decision to set so much of the game in a southern context is a bold one, as this is a region that’s seen far less time in the spotlight of American pop culture. And it is to the South we travel next, trailing Arthur Morgan and his gangmates on their violent American journey.
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The Paradox of Race
Red Dead Redemption II has been widely hailed as a groundbreaking game. When the world’s most popular gaming website IGN ranked it as the eighth-best video game of all time, it highlighted the unusual depth of its “lived-in open world,” Rockstar’s “most earnest storytelling to date,” and the game’s “level of uncompromising detail.” NPR went so far as to call Red Dead Redemption II “a work of rare literary genius.”1
Yet one of the game’s most trailblazing qualities has received less commentary and celebration. Compared to its 2010 predecessor, and compared to nearly all other mainstream video game franchises, Red Dead Redemption II places questions of race and racism at center stage. Many of the core members of the van der Linde gang are people of color, including Charles Smith, Lenny Summers, Tilly Jackson, and Javier Escuella. These characters are far more than flat stereotypes, and each frequently discusses their challenges as non-whites in a society dominated by ideologies of racial supremacy. And though protagonist Arthur Morgan is a white man, he is consistently critical of racial hierarchies, challenging the all-too-frequent displays of prejudice and hatred that he encounters in the world around him.2
Perhaps the most revealing moment showcasing Arthur’s antiracist backbone is an encounter on the streets of the southern city Saint Denis, a thinly fictionalized New Orleans. Ambling down the sidewalk, Arthur bumps into a white man distributing pamphlets to passersby. These are not just any pamphlets—they are advertising the fake science of eugenics, which advocated for the controlled breeding of human populations and was quite popular among many whites in turn-of-the-century America. The pamphleteer approaches Arthur, ranting about how “we whites are under attack” and that “all the other races are trying to kill us.” Arthur’s deadpan response is brilliant: “You talk a heap of shit, my friend.” But he also lays out, in blunt terms, why he rejects such thinking. “I got friends who’s Mexican. Friends who’s Indian. I’ve known Blacks, Irish, Italians, good and bad in all. I’ve known good white people and bad white people. And above all, dumb white people.” The pamphleteer dismisses such criticism as foolishness, which angers Arthur—leading to the inevitable conclusion of violence, with Arthur beating or shooting the pamphleteer with no penalty to the player’s honor rating.
With this book now about to follow the van der Linde gang into the Deep South, it is an opportune moment to confront head-on the paradox of race in American history and culture. Dilemmas of race and racism are of course present in every region of Red Dead Redemption II, but as Arthur’s Saint Denis encounter indicates, they are perhaps the most obvious in Lemoyne, the game’s fictional southeastern state. And indeed, many of the following chapters in this section of the book will explore how divisions of race played out on the stage of southern history. But in this introductory chapter, I want us to consider a more fundamental question: what is “race,” and when, where, and why did it arise as a concept? We often use racial identifiers like “white” or “Black” or “Asian” or “Latino” without thinking much of how those categories came about. This deserves a closer look.
Many Americans today, no matter what their ancestry, consider race to be a natural, perhaps even scientific, category. We often imagine that people are born into a certain racial category, and that race is an identity encoded in their DNA, a neat box to be checked on administrative forms. The language on those forms certainly seems to suggest that this is a rational and logical enterprise: don’t “Caucasian” and “Asian American / Pacific Islander” sound like they have the weight of scientific knowledge behind them? But the longer one dwells upon it, the more uncertain the entire concept of race seems. Consider this simple paradox. Why is it, according to American racial customs, that a “white” woman can give birth to a “Black” child, but a “Black” woman cannot bear a “white” child?
Or better yet, grapple with the following anecdote. In the middle years of the twentieth century, a white American journalist traveled down to Haiti to interview its larger-than-life president, “Papa Doc” Duvalier. One of the first questions the journalist posed to Duvalier had to do with the population of his nation: what percentage of Haiti’s inhabitants, he asked, were white? Duvalier pondered the question for a moment, and then responded simply: “about ninety-eight percent.” The American journalist was dumbstruck, trying to juxtapose this answer with his experiences walking the streets of Port-au-Prince, and his knowledge that most Haitians descended from Africans once enslaved. Seeing the journalist’s confusion, Duvalier insisted that he had not misspoken. But how, wondered the reporter, did Duvalier define white? The Haitian president responded with his own question: how did Americans define “Black”? To this, the reporter had a simple answer: any African heritage or descent—“any Black blood”—demarcated one as Black. Duvalier smiled. “Well, that’s the way we define white in my country.”3
Underlying both the Haitian encounter and the dilemma of race and motherhood is a bizarre American concept, born from history rather than science: the so-called “one-drop rule.” Crafted in the days of slavery, even before the United States became an independent nation, this “rule” dictated that any African ancestry, sometimes noted as one grandparent or one great-grandparent, depending on the iteration, rendered the person in question Black. Scholars call codes such as this “hypodescent”—that in a society organized around racial inequality, the offspring of a union between a member of the dominant group and a member of the subordinate group is automatically assigned to the subordinate group. For centuries in the United States, the principle of hypodescent was given legal backing and promoted as a “rule,” yet there was and is nothing scientific or natural about it.4
The one-drop rule was an American institution for centuries, defended by courts and judges from its first adoption in the British colonies all the way into the late twentieth century. But if Americans obsessively adopted this code, it was not universal. Many other countries took different approaches. Across Latin America, for example—which was the destination of many more enslaved Africans than English-speaking North America—racism and discrimination were just as entrenched, yet took different shape. Here, most nations granted higher social status to mixed-ancestry mulatos than to exclusively African-descended individuals. Even in not-so-distant Louisiana, which had been ruled alternately by the French and Spanish for much of its pre-U.S. history, an elaborate and contorted racial taxonomy of “creoles,” “quadroons,” and “octoroons” was meant to define gradations between Black and white, though these were gradually erased as Louisiana was absorbed by the U.S. and had to bow before the one-drop rule. These alternate systems were not inherently less racist, as all prioritized lighter over darker skin. They were simply different.5
What all this means is that an individual could effectively change their race simply by traveling. With a fast enough ship, it was possible in 1800 to journey from “Black” to “mulato” to “quadroon” within a day, with each stop on the trip granting you different legal and social status. All of this should have us ask: how can racial classifications truly be the natural scientific categories that many imagine, when in both the past and present they are so permeable and artificial? This is the great paradox of race: it is ultimately an invention, born not from nature or science but from human decisions. Scholars frequently call race a “social construct,” which is just a fancy way of saying that race is an imagined system rather than a biological fact, and one whose creation was intimately entangled with unequal power relations. To be clear: I am not suggesting that humans don’t look different, whether in skin tone, facial structures, or general physiological makeup. That’s obviously true. But what is bogus is the idea that there exist neatly delineated groups or categories that we all belong to. That idea is a fabrication, created not for innocent purposes but very poisonous ends.6
However, for several centuries, most Americans insisted that race was real and that the one-drop rule defined whiteness and Blackness. This insistence would leave the nation in some bizarre contortions, tied up in awkward logical pretzels. Consider the career of Walter White, who lived between the 1890s and 1950s (and who, for the record, has no relation to the protagonist of the Breaking Bad television show). By the measure of nearly all casual observers in his day, Walter White was a white man: he had blond hair, blue eyes, and fair skin, and many more of his ancestors hailed from Europe than Africa. Yet as he himself and American racial codes insisted, Walter White was a Black man. And not just any Black man—he was arguably the most influential Black activist in the country. White (whose ironic last name of course adds extra confusion to everything!) served as the Executive Secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for several decades, fighting to end discrimination and segregation in the U.S. There were mixed-ancestry individuals like himself who quietly “passed” for white in order to gain better social standing, but Walter White refused to do so. Instead, he used his ambiguous appearance to infiltrate spaces most Black men dared not enter, such as lynch mobs, in order to snap photos, take notes, and publicize the violence. White’s autobiography, which came out in 1948, was fittingly titled A Man Called White.7
If race is a fiction, you might well wonder: why then do we spend so much time discussing it? Why do both contemporary pundits and historians devote so much attention to what “white,” “Black,” “Native,” “Asian,” and “Latino” folks did or are doing? If racial categories make no sense, shouldn’t we perhaps tell the story of American history without them and present a more colorblind view of the past? This is a sunny and optimistic idea, and one popular in some circles today—but it’s one that is naïve and nonsensical. And the reason why is simple: race might not be “real,” but racism was and is. Race is an artificial container without rooting in science or logic, but the enslavement, discrimination, and exclusion pursued in the name of that concept has shaped Americans’ lives in profound ways, limiting the opportunities of some while expanding it for others. Therefore, telling the tale of American history without racism as a core pillar would produce a lopsided and incomplete story.
Nevertheless, in our day and age, there are powerful forces in American society that wish to downplay or even erase the significance of race and racism within the nation’s past. There are countless pundits, politicians, and school officials who believe that teaching about race and racism is unnecessarily divisive, that it prevents healing and unity, and that it overemphasizes something that was originally of minor significance. Rallying against the invented bogeyman of “critical race theory,” a niche legal studies field that few historians had heard of until recently, a growing chorus of conservative voices today want to de-emphasize race and racism within the arc of American history. Race didn’t matter much to Americans of the past, they argue; it’s simply a modern-day liberal plot to divide us and sow resentment between social groups.
My response to this resembles Arthur Morgan’s retort to the Saint Denis pamphleteer: it’s “a heap of shit.” The painful truth is that Americans over many centuries have been obsessed with race and racism, with whiteness and Blackness. Major milestones in pop culture bear this out. What was the bestselling book of the 1800s, excepting the Bible? Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a book protesting the viciousness of slavery. What was the bestselling book of the 1900s, written in that century? Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, another dramatization of race and slavery in the Civil War–era South. What was America’s first blockbuster hit film? D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, a 1915 movie depicting the years after the Civil War, which portrayed the Ku Klux Klan as the good guys and the formerly enslaved as the villains. Lastly, what was the very first “talkie,” or Hollywood film with recorded voices? 1927’s The Jazz Singer, which featured a white Jewish man suiting up in blackface and singing minstrel songs. Milestones like these are uncomfortable to the racism deniers of today. And they demonstrate that minimizing or erasing the unpleasant truth of racial inequality does a tremendous injustice to both the past and the present.
So far we’ve primarily considered the racial binary of whiteness and Blackness, which has undoubtedly been the focus of most of America’s historical obsession with race. But this is of course not the only arena in which Americans have engaged questions of racial categorization. For much of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, British-descended Protestants were skeptical that Irish Catholics and Jews counted as fully white. But perhaps most revealing is the longstanding debate on the racial identity of Mexicans, Mexican Americans, “Hispanics,” and “Latino/as”—were they or were they not “white”?
Both in the past and present, Anglo-American observers have given conflicting answers to this question. There is no doubt that both today and historically, darker-complexioned, working-class Spanish speakers in the U.S. have confronted second-class citizenship in the form of discrimination, prejudice, and exclusion. In states like Texas during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, Mexicans and Mexican Americans were legally confined to segregated schools and barred from entering certain businesses and public spaces. In Red Dead Redemption II, we see a glimpse of this racism, in missions done alongside Mexican gangmate Javier Escuella. Several times in the storyline, Javier endures taunts and jeers from bystanders. For example, when he dresses up as a hired guard in the gang’s riverboat heist, a wealthy Anglo-American patron scoffs that “I can’t believe someone gave a greaser a job.”
However, in other outings with the gang, Javier’s racial identity goes unremarked upon, and he seems to receive treatment no different from his white companions; apparently it depends on the context. This same uncertainty marks our present day. Indeed, if you glance at bureaucratic forms of the twenty-first century—U.S. census surveys, employment or school applications, for example—you will find a set of core racial categories (“white,” “African American,” “Asian American,” “American Indian”) and then beside it, checkboxes denoting possible “Hispanic” and “Latino” heritage. The takeaway is simple: Hispanic/Latino are not “races” of their own, but qualifiers to other races—meaning that it is entirely possible to be “white” or “Black” and Latino/Hispanic. But if the forms say one thing, much of the general public today considers “Latino” or “Mexican American” as racial identifiers nevertheless. What explains this uncertainty?
It is rooted in the bizarre history of American laws on race. Here’s the basic but perhaps surprising fact: since 1848, Mexicans and Mexican Americans have been officially recognized as white by the U.S. This means that for more than a century and a half, the federal government has legally classified all people of Mexican descent as racially white. Why did this happen, and why was it precisely in 1848 that such a declaration was made?
This pronouncement had everything to do with the U.S.–Mexican War, which concluded that year. Two years earlier, in 1846, the United States invaded Mexico in a nakedly self-serving war fought in pursuit of territory rather than lofty principles. In the next year and a half, the U.S. defeated the Mexican army, occupied Mexico City, and pushed for a treaty that would transfer about one-half of Mexico’s territory into the U.S. domain. In the spring of 1848, U.S. and Mexican delegates sat down in the Mexican town of Guadalupe Hidalgo to negotiate a peace treaty. With the U.S. as the clear victor on the battlefield, Mexican officials were unable to stop the seizure of their territory, but they did force one key compromise out of the Americans, which would have a lasting impact on racial classifications.
What sort of compromise? Well, the Mexican government was quite anxious about the significant number of people living in the territory that was about to become part of the United States. They wondered: what would happen to the more than one hundred thousand californios, nuevomexicanos, and tejanos—the people who hadn’t crossed the border, but were crossed by it? The Mexican government was concerned that these former Mexicans would be abused by their new neighbors and government and treated as permanent foreigners. So at the negotiation table in 1848, the Mexican delegates used the little political capital they had to force the Americans to make one concession: the U.S. government had to offer American citizenship to all the inhabitants of the territory that had once been a part of Mexico.
However, this compromise forced the U.S. government into a bit of a logistical pickle. Why? Because the primary American law governing eligibility for citizenship in 1848 was the Naturalization Act of 1790, one of the very first laws passed in the young nation. And this Act was quite explicit about who was eligible for naturalization and citizenship: it was limited to “free white persons.” In the opinion of most Anglo-American whites in 1848, Mexicans, and especially working-class, darker-skinned Mexicans, were not anywhere near white. However, once the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed, it had to be honored. As a result, with the stroke of a pen, the U.S. government conferred legal whiteness upon Mexicans and Mexican Americans. The white political elite in the U.S. promised in 1848 to uphold that verdict moving forward.8
These leaders must have had their fingers crossed behind their backs, however, because in the hundred and twenty years that followed, Mexican Americans in the Southwest were routinely the targets of racial discrimination. Many of those promised full citizenship were defrauded of their land, property, and status, and their descendants were often pushed into the lowest rungs of the social ladder, whether in California, Arizona, New Mexico, or Texas. Legal status as white meant little in a society that routinely classified people of Mexican descent as inferior and unworthy. Equality would not be granted but won through struggle during the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s.
This tale reveals more than just broken promises. Like the convoluted history of the one-drop rule, it showcases the illogic and absurdity of the American racial paradox. Perhaps one day we will abandon these categories and consider our common humanity above all. But when looking backward into the past, it’s impossible to do so. Therefore, our future chapters will continue using racial identifiers, without scare quotes or criticism. And as our next chapters on the Deep South will reveal, these racial categories were explosively powerful in both history and the Red Dead Redemption games.
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From Old South to New South
The van der Linde gang never intended to trek eastward. As Dutch had hoped, one last big heist in the West would allow them to depart the country, pockets bulging with cash, for greener pastures in Tahiti, Australia, or Cuba—anywhere but the crowded east. But the tightening grip of the Pinkertons sabotaged that plan, and not far into Red Dead Redemption II, the gang reluctantly flees the West, riding southeast into the fictional state of Lemoyne, a state I imagine as a composite of Louisiana and Mississippi.
Relocating to the South is a distinctly uncomfortable transition for much of the gang. Arthur Morgan is anxious about descending into “all that civilization,” wishing he was “back in the open country” of the West. Lenny Summers, a Black gangmate born to enslaved parents, is hesitant to return to Lemoyne, a place with, in his words, “no shortage of angry peckerwood idiots.” But it is perhaps Dutch himself who is the most bitter toward the South and its inhabitants. As he tells it, his father had fought for the Union in the Civil War of 1861–65 and had died for the cause on the field of battle. This, not surprisingly, has instilled in Dutch a deep disdain for white southerners, a group of people he dismisses as “hillbillies, drunkards, and slavers.” But with no better options, the gang establishes camp in Lemoyne, opening the second act of the game. In the next set of chapters, we’ll explore their adventures and this complex time and place in American history.
As Dutch’s thirty-year-old grudge reveals, history haunts the South that the gang has just entered. Compared to the western states of New Hanover and West Elizabeth, whose inhabitants seem little interested in the past, dreaming only of the future, the past hangs heavily upon the people and landscape of Lemoyne. Relics and reminders of the Civil War can be found in nearly every corner of the state, despite being three decades removed. Amputee veterans beg on the streetcorners, the rusting cannons of abandoned battlefields dot the countryside, and statues commemorating the war cast long shadows in both town and city. In one disturbing side mission, Arthur even runs across a former slave catcher by the name of Jeremiah Compson, who laments the end of his trade.
William Faulkner, the renowned Mississippi novelist, once stated of life in the South that “the past is never dead. It’s not even past.” The fictional setting of the game bears this out, with Lemoyne’s 1899 present being inseparable from its prewar and wartime past. When the van der Linde gang reluctantly makes a home in the region, the “Old South” of plantation slavery has passed through the turmoil of war and Reconstruction to give way to an uncertain “New South.” And because the Civil War and its aftermath are among the most misunderstood topics in American history, and because the game provides little context for better understanding it, this chapter kicks off our southern adventure with some vital prehistory. To comprehend the moment in which Red Dead Redemption II is set, we must wrap our heads around the South’s transformation in the second half of the 1800s.1
First, we must address the riddle of prewar, or antebellum—from the Latin, meaning “before war”—southern society. Sometimes romanticized as a land of moonlight and magnolias, the South before the Civil War was in fact a powder keg awaiting a spark, fractured and rife with hatreds, with pretty much every social group at the throat of their neighbors. The racial divide was the most obvious. The white planter class, a small but very wealthy and powerful group of people, was absolutely terrified at the prospect of being murdered in their beds by their enslaved workers, who numbered nearly four million by 1860. This fear wasn’t entirely misplaced, as slaveowners had plenty of shocking examples from the recent past that stoked their fears, such as Nat Turner’s 1831 uprising in Virginia. Though most enslaved peoples were not actively planning the murder of their masters, they would have overthrown the institution of slavery at the first chance they got.2
But the divisions and hatreds of the antebellum South were not just a question of Black and white—they were also a question of rich and poor. Class mattered too. Most white southerners were not slaveholders; in fact, only about 30 percent of whites fell into this category, with roughly 70 percent living on slavery’s sidelines. And of that 30 percent, an even smaller proportion were large slaveholders with dozens or hundreds of enslaved people. This meant that the large majority of southern whites owned no human property. How did these whites feel about their slaveholding neighbors, particularly the wealthiest handful with the greatest estates? Very often they resented them, holding bitter grudges. However, this was not because poorer whites disliked slavery or disapproved of the exploitation of Black people—it was because they aspired to slaveholding themselves, and felt marginalized and shut out by those who monopolized the practice. Many humbler whites saw the ownership of human beings as a tool of social mobility, and they wanted in.3
Even though the planter elite composed a small minority of the South’s population, they held a firm grip on the political and economic reins. And in 1860 and 1861, they worried that their region and their livelihood were under dire threat. A new political force—the Republican Party—had taken shape in the late 1850s and was gaining increasingly broad support in the Northeast and West with their philosophy of “free labor” and “free soil.” What did this mean? Most antebellum Republicans were not abolitionists—that is, advocates of immediate emancipation. Indeed, many were ferociously anti-Black, wishing to exclude not just slavery but all African Americans from newly acquired western territories. As a result, when Republican Abraham Lincoln ran for president in 1860, he announced no plans for dismantling slavery in the states where it was already established. Yet the South’s planter elite feared a vast conspiracy against them, and in the months after Lincoln’s November election, they made a tremendously risky gamble: breaking away from the United States and forming the Confederate States of America. What motivated this break with a nation to which they had once sworn allegiance? Most simply, white southerners’ desire to preserve a future for slavery in North America. In Lincoln and his fellow Republicans, they saw enough of a threat to that institution to warrant secession.4
Now, at some point in your life, if it hasn’t happened already, some wayward friend or uncle may sit you down with the intent of convincing you that the South seceded not because of slavery but because of some abstract political principle. Perhaps the principle of states’ rights, or resistance to centralized power, you’ll hear—this was the true motivation behind secession. Please be prepared to call B.S. should this tired beast raise its ugly head. Why? For starters, simply consult the founding documents and declarations of the men who created the Confederacy; they are riddled with bold pronouncements about their cause being that of slavery. But even more damning of the “states’ rights, not slavery” argument is the fact that in 1850, just a decade before secession, southern politicians pushed through the Fugitive Slave Act. That law vastly empowered the federal government to trample on the jurisdiction of individual states in the pursuit of runaway slaves, a total repudiation of the states’ rights philosophy. It was therefore the protection of slavery that was the ultimate aim of the Confederacy’s architects, and all political principles bowed to that goal.5
The South’s planter elite was able to convince most southern states that secession was in their interest, though several slaveholding border states like Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri turned a cold shoulder to this idea. When secession ignited war and bloodshed, the South’s planter aristocrats had an even more difficult task before them: convincing the large majority of non-slaveholding whites across the region that this was their war too. Appealing to white male supremacy and promises of social mobility, they were largely successful, though not entirely. In areas of the South where slavery was less dominant, such as the mountainous portions of eastern Tennessee and western North Carolina, a rebellion broke out against the rebellion, with poorer whites resisting the draft. Many were particularly bitter about the 1862 Confederate “Twenty Negro Law,” which exempted owners of twenty or more enslaved people from military service. In the eyes of many, the rebellion was a “rich man’s war but a poor man’s fight.”6
Such internal divisions weakened the Confederate war effort. Further undermining the South’s ability to fight effectively were the region’s shortcomings in industrial and transportation infrastructure and the inconvenient fact that southern farmers’ obsession with export crops like cotton and tobacco made it hard for the military and population to feed itself. But the most decisive internal factor that brought down the short-lived Confederacy was the mass resistance of enslaved African Americans. In what one historian famously described as “the largest and most successful slave revolt” in history, Black southerners sought to stall the Confederate war machine, whether through the open resistance of running away and joining the U.S. Army to the more mundane pushback of foot-dragging, tool-breaking, and rumor-spreading. Combined with the advancing march of Union troops, this internal unrest caused the new southern nation to collapse upon itself. By the Spring of 1865, the Confederacy had been brought to its knees, with a surrender negotiated at Appomattox Court House in Virginia in April.7
Abraham Lincoln and the Republican Party had not come to power with the goal of destroying the institution of slavery, and few Republicans in 1860 believed that Black men should be the political or legal equals of white men. Indeed, during the very first months of fighting, Union troops were required to return runaway slaves to southern masters, so as not to alienate slaveholders in still-loyal border states. However, as the war’s bloodshed and timeline stretched far beyond early expectations, the aims and vision of the president and his party would evolve. Lincoln began fighting a war to restore the union; he ended fighting a war against slavery. For many northern soldiers and politicians, it was witnessing the humanity, bravery, and dogged devotion to freedom of Black southerners that convinced them that slavery had to be forever dismantled. The 1863 Emancipation Proclamation stemmed from this conversion, as did the landmark Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution that banned slavery, proposed by Lincoln in early 1865 and ratified later that year after the defeat of the Confederacy.8
Abraham Lincoln lived only a few days after the South’s surrender, his life cut short by a pro-Confederate assassin. He was thus never able to enact his evolving vision for America’s postwar future. However, Lincoln’s conversion and evolution on questions of race and democracy had not been his alone. The top leadership of the Republican Party had also grown convinced during the war not only that slavery must be eradicated, but also that southern society should be fundamentally overhauled. Indeed, many Republican senators and congressmen like Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania and Charles Sumner of Massachusetts had an even more expansive and radical vision of postwar society than did Lincoln. After Appomattox and Lincoln’s murder, the Republican-dominated Congress launched a momentous effort called Reconstruction, which historians date roughly between 1865 and 1877.
I’ve always found “Reconstruction” to be somewhat of a misnomer, as it suggests that the campaign’s intent was the physical rebuilding of the bombed-out South. What was being reconstructed was not buildings or bridges but rather the very meaning of citizenship and equality in the United States. At its heart, Reconstruction was a noble and idealistic effort to remake southern society, primarily by extending political and legal equality to Black men.
To realize it, the U.S. Army carved the South into five military districts, stationing thousands of troops around the region and establishing martial law. The South was then subjected to a groundbreaking reform effort led by Washington. Crucial was the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, ratified in 1868, which established the principle of birthright citizenship and recognized all African Americans born in the U.S. as full citizens deserving equal treatment before the law. But most revolutionary were laws granting Black men the right to vote and hold office. This was first advanced with the Reconstruction Act of 1867, and then permanently enshrined with the Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1870. Black men eagerly embraced the right to vote, heading to the ballot box in astounding numbers and electing America’s first Black senators and congressmen during the Reconstruction years. I called these measures “revolutionary,” which is of course a bold word. But I don’t believe it’s an exaggeration, certainly in contrast to the comparatively timid Republican agenda of 1860. It looks even more revolutionary when juxtaposed with other slaveholding nations in the Americas like Jamaica or Cuba, which ended slavery in the same era but took much longer to grant political rights to the formerly enslaved.9
If Reconstruction was noble and idealistic, it was also inconsistent and incomplete, and did not go nearly far enough in creating the possibilities for true racial equality. This was especially apparent in debates over leveling not just the legal playing field but also the economic playing field. Though the most radical Republicans like Stevens and Sumner imagined a fully remade South where large plantations would be carved up and pieces given to the people who had worked the land for generations, more mainstream members of their party were reluctant to touch the sacred cow of private property. Therefore, even though a few idealistic generals experimented with handing out land parcels to freedpeople, giving rise to pervasive rumors of “forty acres and a mule” in Black communities, these attempts were rolled back by more conservative politicians in Washington. As a result, nearly all of the formerly enslaved remained landless and thus without the means of moving up in an agricultural society. African Americans emerged from slavery, as one historian has poignantly noted, with “nothing but freedom.”10
However, the reach of Reconstruction was not only limited by hesitant Republicans in Washington. It was also violently resisted on the ground by thousands of angry white southerners, who despised the government’s elevation of the formerly enslaved to citizenship and its military occupation of the South. We often think of the Appomattox treaty in April 1865 as ending the bloodshed of the Civil War. Yet the gunfire continued in the following years, as white southern paramilitaries waged guerilla war against southern Republicans both Black and white, fighting over the very same issues that had launched the Civil War. In the next chapter, we’ll hear much more about the Ku Klux Klan, the most infamous group resisting Reconstruction, which Arthur Morgan encounters in the woods of Lemoyne. But the Klan was not alone. Other terrorist groups like the White League and the Knights of the White Camelia fought tooth and nail in the late 1860s and early 1870s to blunt the power of federal reform. These bitter white southerners fought for what they called “Redemption”—a word referenced in the title of the video games, though likely bearing no link to this political movement. As these pistol-toting resisters imagined it, Redemption would return control of the South to local white Democrats, the party of the planter class that had run antebellum society, and roll back the promises of Reconstruction, confining African Americans to a subservient lower rung on the social ladder.11
At first glance, it would seem nearly impossible that the Redeemers might achieve their goal. After all, the Confederacy had been soundly defeated, and well-armed U.S. troops occupied the South’s military districts for some time. Plus, millions of Black men were armed with the ballot (and often their own guns) and were intent on transforming southern society. However, opponents of Reconstruction had two aces up their sleeve. They were peerlessly brutal, and time was on their side. As to the first, white southern resisters had fewer scruples than their Black or white opponents in employing violent terror to intimidate and subdue. Indeed, the Reconstruction era is littered with examples of coordinated political homicide, with perhaps the most shocking being the 1873 Colfax Massacre, when white Redeemers slaughtered around 150 Black Republicans to retake political control in a small town in Louisiana.12
White southern violence eroded Reconstruction, but what ultimately doomed it was white northern impatience and lack of commitment. Unfortunately, most white Republicans were fair-weather friends of the formerly enslaved. They had entered the Civil War hostile to slavery, but not necessarily sympathetic to African Americans. The war changed many minds and enabled the rise of a handful of devoted radicals who rewove the fabric of American citizenship. Yet among the northern and western Republican base, devotion to the principle of racial equality was undependable. New political dilemmas of the 1870s, such as the Indian Wars and a wave of urban strikes, would come to absorb much of the party’s attention and energy.
So as Redeemers won back state after state in the early years of that decade, mainstream Republicans threw their hands in the air instead of throwing down a gauntlet. In April of 1877, the last occupying troops departed the South, marking a symbolic end to the experiment of Reconstruction. Its promises remained on the law books, yet enforcing those laws was up to unsympathetic southern legislatures. In the end, the retreat of Reconstruction marks one of the greatest ironies of the Civil War era—that northern Republicans had won the war but lost the peace.13
But the end of Reconstruction did not mean a return to the Old South. The “New South” that dawned in the 1870s was a very uncertain one. White conservative Redeemers had won back most high political offices, and the region’s wealth lay in roughly the same hands as before the war. Yet slavery was legally destroyed, and Black men clung to the right to vote. And more than ever before, African Americans were prepared to fight for independence and a future that looked brighter than it had in centuries. Meanwhile, new institutions were arriving that would fundamentally transform southern life, such as the railroad, the textile mill, and the mining drill. This uncertain world is the one that the van der Linde gang enters in 1899. As we’ll see, their adventures would intersect with many of the towering dilemmas of this tense, violent, and pivotal era in American history.
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The White-Hooded Menace
The van der Linde gang’s hectic flight out of the West and into the southern state of Lemoyne makes for a jarring transition. As the landscape flattens out, scrub grass and cacti give way to gullied red hills. Roaming cattle and sheep give way to fields of cotton, tobacco, and sugar cane that stretch to the horizon. The temperature rises significantly, and Arthur Morgan begins to sweat through the thick woolen clothing that had kept him warm in the mountains and high plains. New dangers lurk around every corner: alligators bask in bayou inlets, hungry for warm flesh; venomous snakes slither through the tall grass. Already unhappy with their eastward flight “into all that civilization,” the gang is noticeably uncomfortable inhabiting their new headquarters in the Deep South.
When the sun sets, the region’s differences from the West become even more evident. One evening soon after their arrival, Arthur is riding on the outskirts of the dusty plantation town of Rhodes when he notices a constellation of bright lights in the nearby woods. Dismounting and sneaking up to investigate, Arthur comes upon a frightening and unexpected scene. About a dozen hooded men, clad in long white robes and holding aloft blazing torches, are gathered for a ritualistic initiation ceremony. Addressing the crowd, their leader pontificates about their group’s “sacred cause” and the need to “re-establish sanity and supremacy before it is too late.” At the ceremony’s climax, they set ablaze a large wooden cross. Now the player controlling Arthur must make a choice: to stay hidden in the trees and watch the hooded men clumsily light themselves on fire and burn to death, in a classic piece of Rockstar dark comedy, or interrupt the ceremony and shoot the robed men. Should one choose to open fire on the group, there is no penalty to the player’s honor rating—an exceedingly rare exception in the game. If Arthur loots the corpses of the hooded men, he finds a typed itinerary of their meeting, complete with bizarre titles such as “Senior Warlock,” and a pamphlet condemning the “commingling of the races.”
Though never explicitly named as such, Arthur has run across the Ku Klux Klan, an institution likely familiar by name to most Americans today, yet one poorly understood. As it turns out, the Klan’s history is vital to understanding the New South of 1899, though not in quite the way the game portrays. In this chapter, we explore the long history of this institution of hate, whose career has spanned more than a century and a half in multiple incarnations. The Klan was born from two intersecting agendas: first, a belief in white supremacy over people of color, particularly African Americans, and secondly, a readiness to use terrorism to enforce that racial hierarchy. Terrorism is the use of violence for political ends, and as we’ll see, the Klan was a textbook terrorist organization.
The Ku Klux Klan was first conceived in the direct aftermath of the Civil War; to be precise, in the spring of 1866. However, to begin our story in that moment would be deceptive, because the Klan grew out of deeper patterns of racial violence in southern history. These patterns took shape in the era of slavery. To keep enslaved people from seriously entertaining the prospect of revolt, white southerners since the 1600s had instituted a militarized regime where the threat of violent death was ever-present. Even the tiniest act of insubordination could trigger an explosion from a master, overseer, or the ubiquitous slave patrols and night watches roaming the South. The legal system was built to permit this. As enslaved people were property rather than citizens, they had no rights and their lives could be taken at will, with no legal consequences. Curiously though, in the antebellum decades, slaveowners only infrequently exercised that right. This was hardly due to their kindheartedness but rather because enslaved people were valuable property. Threats, intimidation, and whipping were far more common.
The coming of the Civil War would change that formula. As the institution of slavery faced mortal threat, and as African Americans fled for U.S. Army lines, sometimes enlisting in the Union war effort, white southerners felt far less restraint in wielding deadly violence against them. Taking up arms against the Confederacy was the highest form of insubordination among Black Americans, the equivalent to a slave revolt, and it was punished as such by white southerners.
Perhaps the most infamous example of terrorist violence directed at Black troops came at the battle of Fort Pillow, in western Tennessee. It was the spring of 1864, and by this point, the tide of the war had turned against the Confederacy. Their cause was looking increasingly desperate. In a last-ditch effort to try to regain ground, the Confederacy launched a campaign to retake major outposts on the Mississippi River, which had been controlled by the U.S. Navy since early in the war. A primary target was Fort Pillow, which sat on the banks of the river about forty miles north of Memphis. U.S. troops had held the fort since 1862, which stung Confederate pride, but particularly galling to white southerners was that half of these occupying soldiers were members of the U.S. Colored Troops, many recently enlisted. However, two years into the occupation, Fort Pillow’s situation was looking grim: U.S. troop numbers were thin and supplies were running low.
Noting this weakness, the Confederacy sought to retake the fort. Leading that effort was a unit of the Confederate cavalry led by Nathan Bedford Forrest, a particularly renowned southern general. Forrest was famous in part because of his rags-to-riches tale in the antebellum years. He came from humble origins in middle Tennessee, but by the mid-1850s he had become the most successful slave trader in the city of Memphis. Before the war broke out, Forrest was annually selling about one thousand human beings, and he earned more than $100,000 in his most lucrative years—a tremendous amount of money in the 1850s. After secession, Forrest joined the rebel army and rose quickly through the ranks.1
On April 12, 1864, Forrest and his C.S.A. cavalry, who far outnumbered the U.S. defenders, laid siege to Fort Pillow, quickly overwhelming the resistance and breaking into the fort. After their defeat, the remaining U.S. troops began to surrender, expecting to be taken prisoner—but that was not what the Confederates had in mind. As Forrest declared, “the battlefield had to be dyed with the blood of the slaughtered” to prove that “negro soldiers cannot cope with southerners.” Confederate guns blazed, and after the smoke cleared, more than three hundred surrendering U.S. troops had been killed by Forrest’s cavalry, two hundred of them Black. If there are any uncertainties whether this slaughter was racially targeted, consider this statistic: 70 percent of white U.S. soldiers survived the battle, while only 30 percent of Black soldiers did. Autopsies similarly demonstrate that Forrest’s vengeance was aimed at Black troops, as most of these casualties died from head wounds, not body wounds, suggesting that they were systematically executed while trying to surrender.2
It was not long before commentators spoke not of the “Battle of Fort Pillow” but the “Fort Pillow Massacre.” Forrest’s intent was to use violence to strike terror into the hearts of Black Americans resisting both slavery and the South, yet it ultimately had the opposite effect. In the following year, outrage over the massacre spurred Black recruitment for the Colored Troops, and the cry of “Remember Fort Pillow” would often be heard among Black soldiers in battle. But do not dismiss this Confederate general from your mind; he will return to our narrative soon.3
A year after Fort Pillow, the South was vanquished militarily. The Confederate States of America lay stillborn in its cradle, and the institution of slavery, which had been so fundamental to organizing life and labor in the South, was shattered. The Confederacy had been turned upside down, and many white southerners grappled to make sense of their defeat. They commiserated with one another, lamenting the destruction of the world they had once known. To grapple with the sting of defeat, many white men joined together in social clubs with elaborate rituals and ceremonies meant to exclude those unsympathetic to their cause. For bored, disaffected, and alienated southerners, these clubs functioned as a refuge from the winds of change remaking their society.
One such social group was founded in the spring of 1866, just about a year after the war’s end, in a law office in the small town of Pulaski, Tennessee, about seventy-five miles south of Nashville. Drawing from the Greek word kuklos, meaning band or circle, the group of men adopted the name Ku Klux Klan, a nonsensical alliteration nearly as bizarre as the secret handshakes and outlandish official titles the group adopted for its leadership. Curiously, during its first few months of existence, the Klan lacked a violent political agenda; it was just another strange nineteenth-century social club in an age where such secret societies were commonplace.
That would change in February of 1867. That month, the state government of Tennessee, as part of Reconstruction, granted the right to vote to all Black men in the state. The decision—a momentous step down the path toward American racial equality—was greeted with outrage from many white Tennesseans, who began mobilizing to resist and subvert the new law. The Klan quickly seized upon this reactionary fury and redefined itself in opposition to Black suffrage. If the Klan had come into being as a social club for jaded Confederate veterans, it now had an explicit mission: the overthrow of Reconstruction and the halting of any expansion of Black rights.4
How could the Klan, a small group in 1867, hope to derail the vast federal and state campaign of Reconstruction? First, by reproducing itself rapidly and spreading virally across the South, and second, by coordinating a targeted campaign of terrorist violence. On both measures it was grimly successful. During 1868 and 1869, Klan “dens”—local chapters—sprouted up first across Tennessee and then in other states of the former Confederacy. The group attracted members from a wide swath of white southern society. Certainly, uneducated, poor, and landless men swelled its ranks, but so too did so-called “respectable citizens”: merchants, planters, lawyers, judges, doctors, and more. The Klan received a burst of publicity and name recognition in the spring of 1867 when its organizers met in Nashville to elect their very first “Grand Wizard” and chose none other than Nathan Bedford Forrest, the Confederate cavalry commander. The infamous slave trader and butcher of Fort Pillow could now add leadership of the Ku Klux Klan to his growing résumé of hatred.5
With Forrest as their symbolic leader, the Klan sought to extend the general’s formula of racial violence to reinforce the structures of white supremacy. During its heyday in the late 1860s and early 1870s, the Ku Klux Klan became, in effect, the paramilitary wing of the southern Democratic Party. Their primary mission was to intimidate or eliminate followers of the southern Republican Party, the largely but not entirely Black political alliance that was the driving force behind Reconstruction policies.
Klan members pursued this vicious goal in a range of ways, often with their identities concealed by theatrical robes. These garments were sometimes plain white, to evoke the ghosts of Confederate dead, but more often they were elaborate and colorful, with tassels, fake beards, embroidered stars, and horns affixed to their hoods. Klansmen would patrol polling stations on election day with pistols in their belts and rifles on their shoulders, hoping to intimidate potential Republican voters, both Black and white, from casting their ballots. They would also go “nightriding”—carrying out masked, nocturnal raids on the homes of people who were publicly affiliated with the Republican Party. Yet much of their violence was conducted in the light of day, meant to terrify Black and white critics of the racial status quo with public whippings, beatings, and murders. (The nineteenth-century Klan did not burn crosses—that practice was only introduced much later, in the 1910s.) The constant threat of Klan violence hung over the South during Reconstruction, claiming hundreds of lives and making Republicanism a dangerous ideology.6
When Arthur Morgan encounters the Klan in Red Dead Redemption II, the group appears as a dark and evil force; the brooding, ominous music accompanying Arthur’s discovery of the group in the woods speaks to that. But just as importantly, the game’s Klansmen are also bumbling fools, more incompetent than all-powerful. As it turns out, the Klan’s buffoonery and weakness was also apparent in its actual history during Reconstruction. Despite their very real threat, Klansmen were never the puppet masters they imagined themselves to be.
How so? First off, the Klan’s influence in the South was spotty and only concentrated in a few regions. Klan recruitment and activity was most pronounced in counties where the balance of Republicans and Democrats was roughly equal, where vote margins between the two were razor-thin, and where Black residents comprised between a quarter and a half of the population. Here, Klansmen believed (sometimes correctly) that targeted terror could tilt elections into the Democratic column. But the Klan avoided counties with Black majorities, such as the Lowcountry regions of South Carolina, or the Mississippi Delta. Why? Klansmen were cowards. In these places they were outmanned and outgunned, and they were fearful of violent self-defense from Black southerners or their white Republican allies. They preferred to play when the game was stacked in their favor.7
Though outlandish leader titles like “Grand Wizard” and “Grand Dragon” might suggest a hierarchical and coordinated institution, the group’s organization was actually a complete mess. Klan “dens” often sprang up and acted without any coordination from the group’s central leadership. Though Nathan Bedford Forrest might have wished otherwise, his leadership was far more symbolic than practical, and the anarchic and local distribution of Klan chapters made impossible any central orchestration by a single mastermind. Indeed, white southerners sometimes waged racial terror in the name of the KKK without any formal membership in or affiliation with the Klan. The group was therefore not too different from the amorphous terrorist groups of the twenty-first century, such as Al Qaeda, where independent killers often claim action on behalf of a larger group with which they have limited or no contact. It was the fear and terror inspired by the Klan name rather than the group’s careful coordination that was so attractive to white southerners resisting Black rights in the Reconstruction era.8
However, the high visibility of the Klan’s name is also what led to its downfall, only a few years after it first came into being. The Klan’s prominence made it an obvious target for Republicans in both state and federal government looking to suppress its illegal activities. And indeed, the Klan’s enemies had surprising success in forcing it into submission. In its home state of Tennessee, the Klan confronted a ferocious backlash, directed primarily by the state’s Republican governor, William “Parson” Brownlow, who despised the group’s reign of terror. During 1867 and 1868, Brownlow declared martial law in nine Tennessee counties and used the full power of the state’s militia to root out the Klan and cripple its operational ability. By 1869, the Klan was essentially exterminated from the state, driven into hiding and ineffectual in its capacity to wage terror.9
In other southern states, too, during the late 1860s and early 1870s, the federal government, U.S. Army, and Republican governors pushed hard to suppress the Klan. Thanks to the group’s frail organization, this would be accomplished within a few years, and by the end of 1872, the Klan had essentially been wiped out from the South. By that point, it would have been exceedingly difficult to find any active Klan dens in the states of the former Confederacy. And once put down, the Klan would stay down. Indeed, the group lay dormant and nearly forgotten for the next half century, only rearing its ugly head again during the years of World War I (which we’ll get to in a little bit). What all that means is that Red Dead Redemption II’s portrayal of an organized Klan in 1899 is not faithful to the past. If Arthur had ridden through the woods of Lemoyne thirty years earlier or twenty years later, such an encounter would have been more feasible, but during the 1890s, the Klan was at low tide. There were some smaller white vigilante groups in operation in that decade, such as the “white caps,” but they never clad themselves in the infamous robes of the Klan (and the burning of crosses came several decades after 1899).10
So the first iteration of the Ku Klux Klan was short-lived. Yet this did not mean that Reconstruction would be long-lived. In fact, the Klan largely disbanded in this era because its leaders believed that their job was accomplished. In Tennessee in 1869, it was actually Nathan Bedford Forrest himself who declared that the Klan was no longer necessary, because just months earlier, Parson Brownlow had abandoned the governor’s chair, replaced by a conservative who indicated that Reconstruction was finished in Tennessee and that Black political rights would be neither honored nor expanded. Elsewhere, too, by 1872, the damage had been done. Across the South, the Klan’s terror campaigns of the past few years had seriously hurt the Republican Party as a political force. State after state fell to Democratic rule, and by 1877, the last occupying U.S. Army troops exited the South, placing the final nail in Reconstruction’s coffin. White southerners then began to celebrate the “Redemption” of their region, meaning the overthrow of Reconstruction and the rollback of its promises. Vital to that dark turn in American history was the bloodshed of the Klan, who in their short years of operation sabotaged the prospect of multiracial democracy in the South.11
But the Klan was not gone forever. In 1915, a group of white men from Atlanta climbed the granite cliff face of Stone Mountain in Georgia, set a cross ablaze, and proclaimed the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan for a new generation. They had been inspired to do so after watching D. W. Griffith’s new film The Birth of a Nation, a romantic portrayal of the Reconstruction-era Klan.12
This resurrected Klan was one quite different from its first incarnation. Anti-Black hatred remained a core tenet of the group, to be certain, but their list of perceived enemies was expanded to reflect the changing American population. Klansmen of the 1910s and 1920s were ferociously anti-immigrant, and their xenophobia was particularly pronounced toward non-Protestant immigrants, such as Irish and Italian Catholics and eastern European Jews. The second Klan was one with a far broader agenda of hatred—and one that would become far more popular than the first. During its heyday in the early and mid-1920s, the second Klan counted somewhere between four and six million members across the United States. And most of those members came from outside the South: Klan recruitment was particularly strong in New Jersey, Indiana, and Oregon. The photograph that opened this chapter came from this era, taken at a 1926 Klan parade down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., some thirty thousand strong.13
The second Klan fizzled by the end of the 1920s, and the hardships of the Great Depression drove it underground once again. But when Black Americans rose together in the 1950s and 1960s to dismantle systems of segregation and exclusion, the Klan rose alongside them, returning once again to its original southern base and anti-Black terrorism. Though this most recent Klan failed to preserve the legal structures of racial discrimination, they have never fully gone away. The Klan is far smaller and weaker today than in its early incarnations, but the ghosts of terrorists like Nathan Bedford Forrest stalk our present day.
Where I live in Tennessee, this was quite literally the case. Every year since 1969, on the thirteenth of July, the governor proclaimed that it was Nathan Bedford Forrest Day. Only in 2020, in the midst of the Black Lives Matter movement, did the state finally put an end to this holiday. And only in July 2021 was a statue of Forrest removed from the State Capitol building in Nashville. We might wish that the vicious group portrayed in Red Dead Redemption II was a relic of the past, but unfortunately sympathy and nostalgia for the Klan and its message linger today. Arthur Morgan might have done his small part to ridicule and destroy the Klan, but much more remains to be done.
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The Tragedy of Lynching
As Arthur Morgan and his gangmates leave behind the prairies and mountains of the West for the red dirt of the fictional southern state of Lemoyne, it is not only the natural landscape that changes but the human landscape, too. If the western states of New Hanover and West Elizabeth were fairly homogenous spaces populated overwhelmingly by white settlers, Lemoyne is a decidedly multiracial region. Black non-player characters (NPCs) are present and visible in every populated corner of the state, from the bustling docks of Saint Denis to the crop fields of the countryside. If Arthur strikes up conversation with these characters, as the game’s honor system encourages players to do, he encounters a range of responses. Some are guarded and cautious, wary of what a white stranger might want. Others are open and affable, commiserating with Arthur about the drudgery of hard work or the miserable weather.
But perhaps the most intriguing and illuminating encounter that Arthur has with a Black NPC comes in Rhodes, the dusty plantation town adjacent to the gang’s first southern camp. Exploring the town for leads on future heists, Morgan runs into a well-dressed medical professional—one Dr. Renaud—sitting morosely in the town square with his head in his hands. As Arthur learns, the doctor is in a crisis. Renaud breathlessly describes how earlier that day, a group of “good ole boys” had intimidated him for “undercutting the competition” and being “too colored” before absconding with his livelihood, a well-laden medical supply wagon. This was a heartbreaking loss, the doctor admits—but a far better outcome compared to the “gutting, castration, defenestration, and crucifixion they offered me.” Dutifully, Arthur chases down the thieves, kills them, and returns the wagon to the doctor in a show of racial solidarity. But throughout it all, lingering in the air and haunting the mission are those barbaric threats that the doctor endured as a Black man competing economically with whites.
Perhaps to avoid controversy, neither Red Dead Redemption game explicitly features a lynching. Yet thinly veiled references to the violent practice are frequent, such as Dr. Renaud’s chilling encounter or Black gangmate Lenny Summers’s later allusion to white southerners making “visit[s] in the night” to Black homes. And rightfully so, because for Black southerners at the turn of the century, the threat of lynching was inescapable. The 1890s was the worst decade of racialized mob killing in American history, claiming more than fifteen hundred Black victims in its span. This means that when the van der Linde gang rode into Lemoyne, lynching was the bloody mortar that cemented together the highly unequal New South.1
I imagine that nearly every reader of this book has heard of lynching and likely has certain images associated with it. Yet most Americans today have only a hazy understanding of the practice, and likely more questions than answers. What was its purpose? How frequent was it, who were its victims, and how many lost their lives to it? Were there legal repercussions for the perpetrators? And how was this grotesque act justified by white participants, in an era not that far removed from our own? Seeking to provide answers to these questions, this chapter describes the deeply disturbing history of lynching, a practice so brutal that even the otherwise-fearless Red Dead Redemption games chose to tiptoe around it.
What exactly is lynching? Though Americans today frequently hear the word used (and more often than not, misused and abused), most would have trouble giving a precise definition. Most dictionaries define lynching as the extralegal public murder of an individual by a mob in response to a perceived crime. Lynching is where a mob intervenes in the formal legal process, appointing itself as judge, jury, and executioner. Though this form of extralegal violence has occurred across the world for centuries, the etymology of “lynching” is uniquely American: the term was born from Revolutionary War–era Virginia. In the midst of the revolt against British rule, planter Charles Lynch of Virginia formed an irregular court in the 1780s, declared himself its judge, and began trying and executing British loyalists. In the years following, “Judge” Lynch, whose brother founded Lynchburg, Virginia, would see his name closely associated with the practice. By the early 1800s, American commentators commonly described vigilante and mob justice as “Lynch’s law,” eventually shortened to “lynching.”2
Lynching is thus as old as the United States itself and was a significant phenomenon in antebellum America. However, before the Civil War, the primary epicenter of the practice was in the West and urban North, and most of its victims were white. In major cities, lynchings were often politically motivated, targeting figures holding unpopular views, such as the white abolitionists hanged by angry mobs in the antebellum decades. In the West, where populations were thin and legal systems often frail, vigilante justice would also rear its head. Though race and racism inflamed some of these mobs, particularly against ethnic Mexican and Chinese victims, more commonly it was other grudges that ignited vigilante justice in the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century.3
With lynching so closely associated today with African Americans and the South, it is therefore surprising to learn that before the Civil War, very few Black southerners were targeted by lynch mobs. Indeed, the lynching of enslaved Black people was extremely rare in the antebellum period, mainly because planters and slaveowners had grim economic self-interest in not killing their human property. When slaveowners sought to execute their enslaved subjects for perceived crimes, they did so through official state mechanisms, which usually granted them compensation for their “lost” property. This is not to say that the antebellum South wasn’t extremely violent or exploitative, simply that this violence rarely took the form of lynching.4
All of that changed with the coming of the Civil War and with the dismantling of slavery. Once Black southerners were no longer the property of the elite class, and once they began to demand an equal place in southern society as citizens and political actors, lynching became more of a southern phenomenon, and one overwhelmingly aimed at African Americans. The southernization and racialization of lynching began during Reconstruction, with Klan violence against Black voters and their allies. But it was really after Redemption, when white southerners reclaimed political dominance across the South, that lynching began to take its brutal modern form. If before the Civil War the South had represented a small fraction of American lynchings, by the 1880s, 82 percent of all American lynchings took place there. By 1920, that number was up to 95 percent. And the numerical toll would be vast. Between 1880 and 1930, the peak years of lynching in the South, mobs took the lives of 3,943 victims, 3,220 of whom were Black.5
What explains this rapid uptick in southern lynching? Some might imagine that the motive was genocide—that lynch mobs sought to kill off Black southerners and reclaim the South for whites. That conclusion would be entirely incorrect. No, white southerners were utterly dependent on Black low-wage labor to sustain their livelihoods and the regional economy; many whites were fearful that an African American exodus from the South would ruin them. Lynching’s goal was not genocide but terror. Lynching was meant to instill fearful acquiescence to white male supremacy in southern society. Lynchings were public warnings to any potential critics of the status quo. Just as the Ku Klux Klan were terrorists, so too were the leaders of the lynch mob.
Most Americans today think they have a basic understanding of lynching. In American pop culture, the stereotypical scene is nearly always identical. It is the dead of night, and a mob of a dozen drunk, poor disaffected whites, the rabble of society, has abducted a Black man. Secreting away the victim to the woods to avoid the public eye, the mob taunts him, beats him, and ultimately hangs him with a rope from a nearby tree before scattering to avoid any repercussions, leaving the victim’s body for the crows.
Of the thousands of lynchings that plagued the South in the 1880–1930 period, some followed this pattern, but it was fairly uncommon. More often, this stereotype rang hollow. First off: the composition of lynch mobs was usually far more diverse than the “rednecks” and “peckerwoods” we might imagine. Rather than just the poorest whites, lynch mobs often included wealthy elites: doctors, lawyers, politicians, and police officers, who often did little to prevent the violence. Mobs also frequently included women and even children who wore their Sunday best to the occasion. Additionally, the victims were not only Black men; hundreds of Black women were also lynched during the New South era, as were children as young as preteens.6
Secondly, lynchings usually didn’t happen in the dead of night, away from the public eye. They were public performances, massive demonstrations that would host hundreds if not thousands of spectators. That was of course the purpose, as terrorism is most effective practiced in plain sight, not secretly. Indeed, secrecy would defeat the purpose of transmitting fear to a wide audience of Black observers. Photographers often roamed through the crowd, and attendees smiled before the camera, with no sign of shame, guilt, or fear of legal repercussions. Lynchings were also social events. Indeed, critics often dubbed these violent festivals “lynching bees,” a bloodier companion to the “quilting bee” or “spelling bee.” As the New York Times wrote caustically in 1901, southern lynchings were public gatherings “welcome[d] as a diversion which serves to vary the monotony of life under conditions offering few pleasures more satisfying than the casual dog fight.”7
In popular memory, lynching is most closely associated with one particular form of violence: hanging. For many Americans today, the noose often stands in as synonymous with the lynch mob. This, however, is a misrepresentation of a history far more brutal. Many hundreds of victims died by the rope, undoubtedly. But it was just one of the many weapons that lynch mobs employed to inflict injury and death. Firearms were ubiquitous, and crowds often shot victims, sometimes hundreds if not thousands of times. They also tortured victims with knives, scissors, and blunt objects. They castrated victims. They used oil, gasoline, and torches and burned victims alive.
To reveal the grisliness of this practice, let us consider one infamous lynching that took place in the state of Georgia in 1899, the very year when Red Dead Redemption II is set. Perhaps we can imagine this drama taking place just before Arthur Morgan rides into Rhodes, where he meets the distressed Dr. Renaud. Our setting is the small town of Newnan, located in a rural county about fifty miles to the southwest of Atlanta. The month was April, and a twenty-one-year-old Black man called Sam Hose was in a dispute with his white employer, a wealthy landowner named Alfred Cranford. The men began arguing about wages; Sam Hose believed he was being ripped off. Cranford threatened Hose with a gun, and in self-defense, Hose threw a nearby axe at his boss, hitting him in the head and killing him instantly. Hose fled the scene, knowing well the terrifying potential consequences of violence against a well-to-do white man.8
Within days, newspapers across Georgia were broadcasting news of the crime at the highest possible volume. But not only did they report the factual details of the murder; the press also added an extra, entirely fictional dimension to the story: that Hose had not only killed Cranford but also raped Cranford’s wife, Mattie, after committing the murder. No matter how false the allegation was—and it has been soundly debunked—it supercharged white public reaction, the equivalent of dousing gasoline upon a fire. As mobs of thousands of white Georgians searched several counties for Hose, the press continued to dehumanize him; a “monster in human form,” wrote one newspaper. Another wrote that Hose should be “run down and made to suffer the torments of the damned in expiation of his hellish crime.” The Atlanta Constitution, still Georgia’s major paper today, was more direct: Hose should be “burned at the stake.”9
Within days, Hose was apprehended while attempting to leave the region. The mob brought him back to Newnan, the scene of the murder, where they asked Cranford’s wife Mattie to identify Hose, a custom not uncommon among lynch mobs when accusations of rape were involved. To the great frustration of the crowd, not only did Mrs. Cranford refuse to do so, but she refused to leave her house and meet the mob; perhaps the guilt of the spiraling lie paralyzed her. Eventually, Mattie’s mother emerged and told the crowd that Hose was the perpetrator. Tied to a pine tree near the Cranford home, Hose steadfastly protested the charge of rape. He confessed to killing Cranford in self-defense but insisted that he hadn’t touched his wife. The crowd, inflamed by sexual and racial bloodthirst, had little interest in these protestations.
Meanwhile, white spectators began arriving at the scene. After following the news for days, they were thrilled to hear of the capture and plans for a violent punishment. Facilitating the growing crowd were Georgia’s railroad companies, who saw in the lynching a distinct business opportunity. First, the railroads chartered a special train from Atlanta with six cars to bring spectators to the lynching in Newnan. Catering to high demand, a second train with ten full cars arrived soon afterward. Altogether, four thousand onlookers arrived in hopes of witnessing the spectacle. The bloodletting began with the mob torturing Hose, cutting off his ears, fingers, and genitals. Finally, with the victim still alive, the crowd then poured kerosene on him, and set him ablaze. Fire ended Sam Hose’s life, but his death did not end the lynching. The crowd then cut the body into pieces, and some enterprising participants began selling off human souvenirs—bones, knuckles, organs—to spectators. (The eminent Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois, who was then teaching in Atlanta, was horrified to see Hose’s knuckles on display in a market on Mitchell Street.) One member of the mob even took a slice of Hose’s heart back to Atlanta, with the intention of presenting it to the governor of Georgia.10
Such astounding and inhuman violence is difficult to fathom and should make us seriously pause and think. The lynching of Sam Hose took place in a past not far removed from us. It was not the product of the Dark Ages or the Inquisition. The house that I live in today, in neighboring Tennessee, had been standing ten years when Hose was killed; my own grandparents were born not too long after the lynching. The shocking deeds described above were committed by people who pledged allegiance to the flag of the United States, who saw themselves as modern, forward-looking Americans. How on earth could they rationalize such profound public violence?
If time machines existed and allowed you the opportunity to inquire within a lynch mob for the justification for such violence, you would hear that lynching was an extreme punishment for what white southerners viewed as the most extreme crime: the rape of white women by Black men. It’s not an accident that rape was tacked on to Sam Hose’s list of accusations, and that it drove the crowds mad. White southerners of this generation (and several since) were obsessed with interracial sex, and used any hint of it, real or imagined, to justify a lynch mob. In this era there was a toxic myth taking shape in white southern society that Black men were hypersexual beasts—that being liberated from slavery, their desires now ran wild, and that all their talk of political equality and voting rights was just a ploy to get at their ultimate goal: white women.
If the pursuit of rapists was the knee-jerk justification of the southern lynch mob, we must ask ourselves: was there any factual foundation to this explanation? Exceedingly little. Historians have closely studied these lynchings and their press coverage, which was extensive. They have found that in less than one-quarter of lynchings was there even an accusation of rape involved. (Keep in mind that Sam Hose would fall within that fraction—even though this charge was entirely fabricated.) In reality, sexual relationships between Black men and white women in the New South were highly rare. (Of the few that did exist, legal records suggest many were consensual.) It was therefore the fear of interracial sex as a threat to white supremacy, more than any actual sex itself, that proved vital to the lynch mob’s motivations.11
This gross misalignment between white perception and reality should prompt a question: where did this myth of lynching as justified response to Black male rape have its origin? Certainly, it had a wide number of proponents, but if I had to single out one individual as its originator, it would be a woman known to few today, yet renowned in her day: Rebecca Latimer Felton. That she is largely forgotten is rather surprising, for she holds a very important record in American history: Felton was the first woman ever seated as a U.S. senator, representing her home state of Georgia in 1922. She was also a famous suffragist, and many called her a feminist. She was also one of the most infamous white supremacists of the New South period. And more than any other figure, she led a crusade for lynching in the name of white women’s “purity.”
Born in the 1830s, Felton had been a slaveowner and plantation mistress in Georgia before the Civil War. After the war, Felton came to be a major activist for white women’s rights. She was deeply frustrated by the patriarchal society of the New South, where women were confined to the home and granted no public role or presence. As such, she dedicated her career to empowering white women and giving them voice in society. By the 1880s and 1890s, she settled on one avenue to reach that goal. She came to realize that there was in fact one moment when women’s voices were very powerful: when they were asked by a lynch mob to identify and charge the supposed perpetrator of a sexual crime. Recall how Mattie Cranford had been given the power of life or death over Sam Hose. Felton observed this pattern and arrived at a grim conclusion. She came to believe that amplifying white anxieties over Black male sexuality could expand white women’s political and social presence.12
Felton therefore began a crusade against the “black beast rapist,” as she often put it. She would give her most infamous speech on this topic in 1897 at a conference at Tybee Island in Georgia, where she proclaimed that “if it needs lynching to protect woman’s dearest possession from human beasts, then I say lynch a thousand times a week if necessary.” The incendiary speech was reprinted nationwide, both by admirers and critics. When Sam Hose was pursued by mobs two years later, Felton would be fanning the flames from her regular column in the Atlanta Constitution. Felton thus launched her public career on the basis of a stunning lie, and one that was eagerly accepted by fellow white southerners of her day. That she was selected as the first female U.S. senator in 1922 spoke to the uncomfortable truth that the American crusade for women’s rights was often entangled with anti-Black racism.13
In reality, lynching was intended to punish any perceived violation of white male supremacy. Any action that threatened the ideology of racial dominance was a potential spark. It could be as simple as a Black man or woman not saying “sir” or “ma’am” to a white person or refusing to step aside on the sidewalk. It could be an African American publicly discussing politics or of course running for office. It could be the “crime” of questioning a paycheck, as Sam Hose did, or any physical violence, however slight, toward a white authority. But perhaps most common was the motive that Red Dead Redemption II’s Dr. Renaud highlights in his own encounter: simply “undercutting the competition.” Among white observers, any Black businessperson who outearned or outperformed a white competitor was implicitly demonstrating the fallacy of racial hierarchy and was thus in violation of the southern code.
The frequency of lynching came to a crescendo around the turn of the century but continued, at a somewhat reduced drumbeat, during the first half of the 1900s. Lynching declined primarily due to forceful Black resistance to this grotesque institution. Fiery activists like Ida B. Wells-Barnett led an international crusade to showcase the lie of the Black male rapist narrative, arguing that the real rape problem was white men’s historic exploitation of Black women. When the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People was founded in 1909, it was in direct response to a particularly grisly lynching. But opponents of lynching faced an uphill battle during these years. Many hoped to stop lynching by making it a federal crime, as in this era the task of bringing mobs to justice was the duty of states—and southern states were notoriously reluctant to do so. Toward this goal, congressmen in 1918 introduced the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, with the precise purpose of federalizing the crime and involving Washington. Yet the Dyer bill would stagnate in the Senate and never see the light of day, killed by white southern resistance and northern and western indifference. Even the famed New York liberal Franklin D. Roosevelt refused to pass a federal anti-lynching bill during his presidency in the 1930s and ’40s, for fear that he would lose the support of white southern voters. It was only in 2022 that Joe Biden signed the first-ever federal anti-lynching bill—a welcome gesture, yet one that arrived more than a century too late.14
This shameful history of ignorance and neglect is thus an American story, not merely a southern one. Considering the necessity of Americans grappling with this difficult past, we might ask: should Red Dead Redemption II have done more to highlight the frequency and brutality of lynching, perhaps by foregrounding its violence more explicitly? The game is set in 1899, after all, which was one of the very bloodiest years in lynching history. Perhaps it should have—yet I also recognize that it is incredibly difficult to represent such painful history in a digital medium, especially with the wide range of player choice and perspectives. When the game alludes to lynching, it does so thoughtfully and respectfully. Perhaps a third Red Dead Redemption game, created in the wake of the George Floyd murder, #BlackLivesMatter, and the increasing awareness of racial violence, will take greater risks in casting light upon this dark moment in American history.
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In the Fields
Red Dead Redemption II fits into many video game genres. It’s an action-adventure game, a role-playing game, an open-world game, and a third-person shooter. But at heart it’s also a survival game, and an elaborate one at that. Arthur Morgan cannot subsist on adrenaline and gunsmoke alone; he requires food and drink and rest on a regular basis, or he will grow underweight and weak. As a result, players spend a great deal of time outside of missions hunting, fishing, foraging, and seeking a safe place to sleep. These activities converge at the campsite, which lies at the heart of the game’s survival mechanics. Pitching a tent and lighting a campfire therefore becomes integral to the rhythm of gameplay, and any veteran of Red Dead Redemption II has spent hours with Arthur next to the fire, cooking meat and fish, crafting elixirs and ammunition, and sleeping beneath the stars.
In fulfilling these needs, players learn that finding a place to set up camp is no simple task. Players who seek to pitch their tent in town, near a railroad, or on farmland quickly hit a brick wall: the game only allows you to set up camp in “the wilderness.” The only permitted spots for camping out are desolate areas far from the reach of civilization. In the game’s first act, which takes place in a fictionalized West, such restrictions don’t pose much of a problem, as wilderness is easy to find on the vast and thinly populated prairie or mountains.
Yet as players flee eastward into Lemoyne, finding a campsite becomes decidedly more difficult. And the reason is simple: the landscape of this fictional southern state is not primarily wild but agricultural. More than any other region of the game, Lemoyne is defined by cultivated fields rather than idyllic wilderness, and many of the region’s NPCs are busy tending those fields. Several of Arthur Morgan’s adventures in Lemoyne take place beside or even within the acres of tobacco, cotton, and sugarcane that blanket the state. In one particularly memorable mission, Arthur has to douse a dry field of tobacco in moonshine, and then set it ablaze.
The game’s rural South is thus decidedly agricultural, but that world is not one of the sturdy family farmer, pitchfork in hand. It is a plantation landscape of vast inequality, a countryside dotted with the grandiose homes of elite families, most notably the Grays and Braithwaites. They overlook far-reaching fields where downtrodden workers labor and limp back to their dilapidated cabins at night. This should prompt the inevitable question: how well does this representation capture the rural South of 1899? At first glance, many historically sensitive players might find fault with the game’s digital Dixie. They might see the landscape as more evocative of the antebellum Old South and Gone with the Wind than the postwar world of 1899. Or they might raise an eyebrow at the game developers’ decision to make every laborer at the Gray and Braithwaite plantations white. While Black farmworker NPCs are not totally absent from Lemoyne, they’re far overshadowed by their white counterparts. Could this possibly be realistic?
Surprisingly, yes. It is true that large-scale plantation agriculture and cash crops defined the New South just as much as they had the Old South, if not more. Indeed, the South produced nearly twice as much cotton in 1899 as at the outbreak of the Civil War. Therefore, the game wisely underscores the continuities between the days of slavery and the New South era. It illustrates a vital truth in southern history: that the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Yet the game also sheds light on a crucial difference that marked the post–Civil War years: that the plantation complex sucked in many poor whites. Of the millions of southerners who picked cotton and tobacco in 1899, many more whites than Blacks could be found among that number. To make sense of these paradoxes, this chapter explores the dramatic transitions in southern agriculture after the Civil War, revealing the game’s sensitivity in capturing the New South’s rural landscape.1
To tell that story, we will foreground the one plant that overshadowed all others in the South of 1899: cotton. In Red Dead Redemption II’s fictional state of Lemoyne, acreage is split between a trinity of cash crops—tobacco, sugar cane, and cotton. It is true that each could be found in the 1890s South. But in terms of acreage, value, and significance, cotton far eclipsed the other two. And in cotton’s story, we can see patterns that also hold true for the others.
Let’s begin at the very moment before the Civil War breaks out. In 1860, cotton was by far the most valuable commodity produced in the southern states. The often-used nickname of “King Cotton” for the crop was no exaggeration. The South produced over two billion pounds of cotton in 1860, overwhelmingly grown and picked by enslaved workers. Much of that cotton was exported to Europe, fueling the industrial mills of England, Germany, and France. In 1860, cotton was the United States’ single most valuable export crop, putting not just the South but America on the world map.2
These staggering numbers might lead you to think that every farm in the South in 1860 cultivated the white fiber. That, however, would be entirely wrong. Cotton production before the Civil War was concentrated in a crescent-shaped band that stretched from its eastern edge in South Carolina through middle Georgia, southern Alabama, across central Mississippi, and then up the Mississippi River into western Tennessee and eastern Arkansas. This stretch of flat, low-lying land, representing no more than a quarter of the South’s total territory, was frequently called the “Black Belt.” It was originally given this name because of the color of its soil, as the deep, nutrient-rich black loam cutting through this region was ideal for producing cotton. However, it wasn’t long before the name just as powerfully described the skin color of those who farmed its soil, thanks to the tight link between slavery and cotton. By 1860, in most of the Black Belt counties, African Americans represented a majority of the population. Many of these counties retain their Black majorities today, some 160 years later. Just glance at a recent election map and you can make out the thin band of blue Democratic counties (thanks to Black voters) that cut through the Republican sea of red in states like Georgia and Alabama. Talk about history haunting the present!
The Black Belt was the beating heart of the South’s cotton economy in 1860, yet most of the region’s land lay outside of its crescent. In higher-elevation hilly terrain lying between the Black Belt and the mountains—a wide swath often called the “upcountry” or “piedmont” South—both cotton and the plantation system were much harder to find. In the piedmont, whites far outnumbered Black residents, though slavery was by no means unknown. The dominant farmers here were the so-called “yeomen.” These were humble white families, usually owning or squatting on a handful of acres, who grew food crops like corn or beans for feeding themselves. Before the Civil War, the yeomen were fairly isolated from the commercial world of the export-oriented slave plantation—and many, resentful of the planter elite, were happy to keep their distance.3
The Civil War and the destruction of slavery would utterly transform both the Black Belt and the upcountry, but in quite different ways. Let’s consider the Black Belt first, as ground zero of American slavery. By 1865, this region stood at a crossroads. The war had decided that the South would no longer be a land of slavery. But would it continue to be a land of cotton? The planter elite, who held on to their lands through the war, insisted that the South should stick with cotton. As they saw it, the South had the global trade networks for marketing the crop. It had a large body of skilled and experienced laborers familiar with the cultivation of cotton. Granted, slavery was dead. But in its place, the planters proposed an alternative: wage labor. They wished to copy the structure of the northern industrial factory, paying an hourly or daily wage to workers for the time they invested in cultivating this crop.4
However, if you posed that same question—should the South continue to be a land of cotton?—to the four million Black freedpeople in the South, their answer would be far more ambivalent and conflicted. Many of the formerly enslaved had a bitter taste in their mouth from the white fiber so intimately linked to the suffering of bondage. Instead of more cotton, what freedpeople desired was to become self-sufficient landholders, cultivating food to feed their families. After the war, Black southerners were encouraged by rumors that the U.S. Army would soon distribute “forty acres and a mule” to the formerly enslaved. These whispered reports were inspired by a handful of wartime experiments with land distribution, undertaken by idealistic army commanders—but later rolled back by their conservative higher-ups. As a result, the rumored forty acres never came, and the formerly enslaved emerged from Reconstruction with nothing but freedom. They would therefore be forced to return to their former masters and make some sort of a bargain with them.5
Yet in returning to Black Belt plantations, the freedpeople were not entirely powerless. They did own their own labor, and had the power to withhold it. And they were certain about one thing: they absolutely refused the planters’ suggestion that wage labor be the replacement for slavery. Why? First, they knew that such a system would have white landowners incessantly breathing down their necks. Wage labor would entail close supervision and oversight, all too reminiscent of the days of slavery. But the freedpeople also sensed that wage labor would be a poor fit for the seasonal work of agriculture, because landowners would only pay them during the weeks and months that they were working. What about the winter season, when fields lay empty? Or the slow midsummer months, when the cotton was “laying by” and maturing for harvest? No work, no pay—that was the fear.6
Therefore, both sides had some bargaining power; the planters with their land and money, and the freedpeople with their labor. They had to broker a compromise. The emerging compromise was one that neither side preferred, but it was one that stuck. It was called sharecropping. It meant that landless families would rent land (and get an advance on supplies and food) from a landowner. They would then farm that land with limited supervision and settle their annual debts with their harvest. To the freedpeople, this was far better than wage labor, particularly because it allowed far more independence. They felt much less of a presence over their shoulder, as landlords rarely intervened in croppers’ day-to-day operations if the harvest came in regularly. Even when remaining on familiar plantations, freedpeople distanced themselves from their white landlords, constructing cabins far from the “big house” and seeking to build their own lives on their own terms. Red Dead Redemption II nicely captures this with the humble farmworker shacks that lie on the outskirts of the Gray and Braithwaite plantations.7
Sharecropping was therefore not simply slavery by another name, as it is often remembered. Widely disliked by white landlords, sharecropping was the product of compromise and Black bargaining. It speaks as much to Black power as to Black victimhood. Certainly, the institution was ripe with opportunities for exploitation, especially for planters to cook the accounting books and deceive illiterate and innumerate Black croppers at harvest time. But if landlords played by the rules, and if the price of cotton was high, sharecropping might have been an equitable institution. We’ll explore later why that never came to pass.
Sharecropping took root across the Black Belt in the late 1860s and 1870s, and this solves half of the riddle we’re exploring: why cotton and plantations persisted after the Civil War. It helps to explain why cotton continued to define Black life in the New South, as it had done in the Old South. But this story doesn’t explain the other half of our riddle: how did cotton expand outside of the Black Belt, and how did it pull in so many white farmers by 1899? To understand that, we need to return to the piedmont or upland South.
Remember, the piedmont was largely populated by the so-called yeomen: humble white farmers who owned small plots and grew primarily food crops to support their families. To understand how they survived before the Civil War, we have to consider this: often yeoman families held only a handful of acres, which on their own could not provide sufficient sustenance. To supplement their small farms, yeomen were dependent on an institution that’s today unfamiliar to many Americans: the commons. This was a name given to unfenced, unimproved land, which was privately owned but whose owners allowed for its public use. Commons land was often unfit for row-crop agriculture, encompassing forested land, marshy land, and land abutting rivers and lakes. Very often wealthy planters owned these lands, but these absentee landlords usually permitted their light use by yeomen families, who would gather nuts and berries on them, fish and hunt upon them, or let their hogs and cows graze on them. Commons land was ubiquitous across the antebellum piedmont and mountains, and it was a vital component to yeoman survival.8
The turmoil of the Civil War and Reconstruction seriously threatened this survival strategy. First off, the war itself was a disaster for many yeomen, in that the Confederacy drafted many humble whites to take up arms in a conflict that was accurately cast as “a rich man’s war but a poor man’s fight.” The yeomen who survived the war years often returned to burned-down barns and overgrown fields, obstacles that were hard to overcome. And then after the war, the rapid construction of railroads in the piedmont was a decidedly mixed blessing for the yeoman class. Though it allowed greater commercial participation, it also drove up land prices and with it land taxes, which often had to be paid in cash, a rare luxury in most yeoman families.9
But the most important nail in the coffin of yeoman subsistence came with the planters’ postwar campaign to dismantle the commons system. The long tradition of absentee owners permitting usage of unimproved lands came to a screeching halt after the destruction of slavery. In the late 1860s and 1870s, southern states and counties undertook a frenzied crusade to privatize the commons, erecting fences, drafting trespass laws, and closing down the open range. Why would wealthy landowners suddenly turn their backs on the long tradition of commons use? The answer was simple. They wanted to close any means of subsistence for the Black freedpeople and force formerly enslaved people back to plantations with their stomachs growling. Indeed, after emancipation, Black southerners had looked with hope to the commons as a source of food and thus independence, especially after rumors of land redistribution fell flat. The privatization of the commons was waged directly to suffocate that hope, and it was largely successful in doing so.10
But if Black freedpeople were the intended target of the closing of the commons, white yeomen were hit just as hard. For thousands of humble whites, the privatization of commons land would be the straw that broke the camel’s back. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s, the once-independent yeoman underwent a tremendous fall from grace. Many would lose title to their farms and thus their independence, with neighboring cotton planters snapping up many former yeoman plots. As a result, more and more white smallholders would be sucked into the swirling vortex of the cotton economy, sometimes on land they had once owned or on nearby plantations. And many entered that economy as sharecroppers, on terms not dissimilar from their Black neighbors. This was met with great bitterness and resentment by the former yeomen.11
The steady march of cotton sharecropping into the piedmont meant two things. First, the amount of cotton produced in the South skyrocketed. In 1859, right before the war, the South produced just over five million bales of cotton, each weighing roughly four hundred pounds. By 1899, it produced nine and a half million bales, and by 1919, nearly eleven and a half million. But secondly, the number of white sharecroppers in the South increased dramatically. In the early postwar years of sharecropping, Black tenants and croppers far outnumbered their white counterparts. But with the expansion of cotton tenancy into the piedmont, that rapidly changed. The scales tipped right after the turn of the century, and by 1920, the South was home to 703,000 Black farm renters and 887,000 white equivalents. Therefore, when Red Dead Redemption II depicts a large white labor force picking row crops and living in small cabins near big plantation houses, it is spot-on. Nevertheless, the Lemoyne of 1899 should have had many more Black farmworkers. Perhaps the game’s developers were worried that including clichéd images of Black cotton pickers would be controversial, though Black cotton sharecropping was an undeniable reality in 1899.12
Was the rapid expansion of sharecropping and cotton farming a bad thing for the South? Not inherently. Certainly, tenant farming brought less independence and opened the door to racist exploitation of Black croppers, but if the price of cotton was high enough, it needn’t be a prescription for poverty. The problem was that after the Civil War, the price of cotton plummeted worldwide, from more than twenty cents a pound to less than ten. Why? A series of major financial downturns in the U.S. contributed to this: the Panic of 1873! The Panic of 1893! But so too did foreign competition from countries like India, Egypt, and Brazil, which had expanded their cotton production during the Civil War when the South was blockaded by the U.S. Navy and couldn’t get its cotton out to major European consumers. Unfortunately for U.S. southerners, those foreign competitors stayed in the cotton game after the war, which pushed up the global supply and not surprisingly drove down the price of the fiber.13
Why then did southern farmers both Black and white cling to this failing crop in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries? Why obsessively plant cotton instead of trying other, more valuable crops? It seems a simple solution from our perspective, but remember that most southern farmers by the early 1900s were renters who were instructed what to plant by their landlords. And because cotton was non-perishable and easily stored, and because it could always be converted into cash to pay the banks and financiers who supplied landlords with their own credit, King Cotton remained on his throne.
As the decades went by, it became obvious that King Cotton’s continued rule was tyrannical for both white and Black southerners. It kept them poor. But it also kept them malnourished. Because landlords frequently demanded that their tenants plant their fields in nothing but cotton, from fencerow to fencerow, sharecroppers had to forego earlier traditions of garden-keeping. From these vanishing gardens had once come leafy greens and other vegetables that provided nutrition and subsistence to farmworkers. But with gardens as a luxury, the South became a virtual food desert, and poor southerners came to depend on local merchants for their daily fare, usually extended on credit. And don’t imagine for a minute that this meant strolling the aisles of the modern supermarket. Poor southerners’ diet of the late 1800s and early 1900s consisted primarily of the “three Ms”: meat, meal, and molasses. By meat I mean salted pork, usually fatback, a far cry from today’s pork chops. Meal meant cornmeal, taking shape as grits, hominy, cornbread, and more. Molasses provided a bit of sweetness and little else.14
As any nutritionist will tell you, a diet based almost exclusively on the three Ms is woefully inadequate. And as a result, diseases like pellagra regularly swept the South. Now largely forgotten, pellagra is an unusually nasty malady born from the lack of niacin (nicotinic acid) in your diet. We usually get our niacin from greens and vegetables, and none of the three Ms provides it. Pellagra sufferers first develop a rash and lesions on their skin; next comes unstoppable diarrhea. Finally comes insanity and a terribly painful death. Thousands of white and Black southerners died of pellagra, and nearly all were sharecroppers surrounded by fields of cotton. It was a disease of inequality above all. “Juleps for the few, pellagra for the crew”—this is how one historian memorably described the New South era.15
The cotton obsession didn’t just destroy the bodies of southerners. It also destroyed their landscape. Cotton is a highly demanding crop ecologically, and it can quickly exhaust the soil in which it is sown. And when the crop is planted recklessly, especially on hilly and sloping land (as it often was in the piedmont), it can produce terrible erosion, the washing away of topsoil. When heavy rains or wind struck the cotton belt, rivers and streams would carry away the region’s fertility and deposit it at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. Indeed, when the cotton complex began to collapse after World War II, landowners found that little would grow aside from pine trees on the denuded acres of former cotton plantations. Drive across the piedmont of Georgia or South Carolina today, and those neat stands of pine are nearly all that remain from King Cotton’s rule.16
Why do I harp on the disastrousness of cotton for the South? In part because I’ve seen, in the last decade or two, a growing sense of cotton romanticism among white southerners. You can find this in the clothing department: I’ve lost count of how many nostalgic T-shirts I’ve seen from the “Southern Fried Cotton” brand, whose makers claim to “capture the southern spirit, from the rustic countryside to the vibrant coastline!” Or in the events department: there’s the white southern brides who place cotton bolls on their reception tables, or a few white puffs of cotton in their bouquets. As these cotton revivalists see it, the crop is integral to southern identity, and should be proudly embraced. Black southerners do not subscribe to such nonsense, because of the painful association of cotton with slavery, which on its own should be enough to convince white southerners to avoid such nostalgia. But even if we set aside the antebellum history, reckoning with the tragic history of cotton after the Civil War, when it sapped the lives of white and Black southerners alike, should be a powerful antidote to the wave of cotton nostalgia now cresting. I can only imagine that the sharecropper great-grandparents of those frat brothers and sorority sisters in “Southern Fried Cotton” T-shirts would turn over in their graves at the celebration of a crop that caused them such misery.17
Thankfully, Red Dead Redemption II doesn’t contribute to this toxic nostalgia. The game’s southern crop fields—whether cotton, tobacco, or sugar cane—and its farmers capture a great deal of the tense landscape of the 1899 South.
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Working on the Chain Gang
Everywhere Arthur Morgan and his gangmates ride in Red Dead Redemption II’s 1899 America, the long arm of law enforcement follows them. Police, Pinkertons, and prisons—each can be found across the game’s wide map. But one institution of crime and punishment is unique to the southern portions of the game: convict labor, and its physical manifestation in the chain gang. Clad in striped uniforms, bound together by iron, sweating and toiling in the sun, and closely watched by an overseer on horseback, the chain gang is depicted in the game as quintessentially southern.
Encounters with convict laborers occur again and again during Arthur’s adventures in the fictional southern state of Lemoyne. Not long after arriving from the West, he happens upon a roadside chain gang in revolt against its armed foremen, resulting in their violent escape. In the town of Rhodes, Arthur runs into a pair of escaped convicts in striped prison uniforms, looking for help in tearing down posters advertising them as fugitives. And in one of the game’s climactic moments, Arthur infiltrates, via hot-air balloon, the infamous Sisika Penitentiary’s island “prison farm,” seeking to rescue his incarcerated gangmate John Marston. Within Sisika, Arthur sees scores of convicts laboring in crop fields behind well-guarded walls.
By placing convict labor at the center of southern society in 1899, Red Dead Redemption II captures an infamous and important reality of the New South. But the game neglects a defining element of the southern chain gang: that race and racism played a fundamental role in structuring that system. The convict laborers that Arthur Morgan chances upon in the game are predominantly white, with only a Black minority. The roadside uprising is composed of two white captives and one Black; nearly all of the escapees soliciting Arthur’s help are white; the inmates of Sisika’s penal farm are more than two-thirds white.
In reality, U.S. southern chain gangs at the turn of the twentieth century were almost entirely Black. For example, when Georgia tallied its convict population in 1908, 91 percent of its convicts were Black, even though only 45 percent of the state’s total population was. This was not an accident. The southern regime of convict labor was meant as a partial replacement for slavery in the wake of formal emancipation. In this chapter, we’ll explore the origins and brutal career of the chain gang system and the practice of convict leasing, both of which defined the New South of the 1870–1920 period.1
Southern states began building penitentiaries in the 1830s as part of a national effort to reform and rehabilitate criminals instead of hanging, branding, or whipping them. But the antebellum southern prison looked far different from the penal systems of the later New South. Pre–Civil War prison populations, especially in the Deep South, were overwhelmingly white, with enslaved African Americans deemed ineligible for any prospect of rehabilitation. And though prisoners often spent their days laboring, they did so at workbenches within the walls of the penitentiary.2
This earlier regime would be blasted apart by the chaos and destruction of the Civil War. In fact, we can find the origins of the chain gang and convict labor in two dilemmas that emerged directly after the end of the Civil War. First off, southern state governments were in ruinous shape after war’s end. The war had been fought primarily on southern soil, and this had taken a tremendous toll on the finances and infrastructure of state governments. States were near bankrupt as the Civil War ended; from Georgia to Tennessee to Mississippi, states’ account books were squarely in the red. States also saw their infrastructure in tatters, particularly roads, bridges, and of course, prisons. It was the duty of states to maintain penitentiaries and jails for people convicted of serious crimes, but these were mostly destroyed during the war, with many of the prisoners having fled.3
The second postwar dilemma concerned labor. White southerners, bitter over emancipation and reluctant to pay formerly enslaved workers, claimed that the freedpeople would not work without being forced to do so—that they were only productive when physically coerced. Whites embraced a racist belief that if Black southerners were allowed to choose themselves, they would work as little as possible, only enough to barely subsist. Such a conclusion ignores the herculean efforts that the formerly enslaved undertook after emancipation to reunite families, build schools, acquire land, and make homes for themselves. But white southerners blindly clung to this belief, even though it made them nervous, as the South was deeply dependent on Black labor. With African Americans making up between a third and a half of the population in most southern states, whites were dependent upon their labor to rebuild the war-torn region.
So we have these converging dilemmas: that southern states were broke, that their infrastructure was in ruins, and that white southerners were wringing their hands about the future of emancipated Black labor. Seeking to knock out several birds with one stone, white southern politicians during and after Reconstruction began wondering: was there any way they could reinstate the basic conditions of slavery and earn money for their state governments at the same time, while simultaneously rebuilding state-level infrastructure?
However, as they dreamt of such a solution, a serious obstacle stood in their way: the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. This watershed law had been ratified in 1865, a direct product of the Civil War. Today, most folks remember the amendment as heralding the decisive end of slavery in the United States, and indeed, it did prevent southern planters from returning to the practice they had once relied upon. But if we turn to the brief text of its decree, we see within it a gaping loophole. The amendment reads as follows: “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” Reconstruction reformers celebrated the first and third clauses of that sentence. But bitter white southerners devoted their attention to the middle clause between the commas: “except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted.” In those words, they saw a door ajar that might preserve a future for forced labor.
But how could white southerners use crime and punishment to preserve an alternative to slavery that would also rescue state budgets? Their solution became known as convict leasing. In essence, it entailed the following. First, states would impose draconian penalties for minor crimes, and then enforce them aggressively, arresting thousands. Yet the intent was never to keep these convicts languishing behind prison walls, which was considered too expensive and unrealistic, considering how many such walls had recently crumbled. Instead, the intent was to auction off the convicts’ labor to the highest bidder. Those who rented the convicts—often private employers like planters and industrialists—would be responsible for their housing, their sustenance, and most importantly, their labor. Lessees would have free rein with their human property during the time of their sentence. Between the 1870s and 1920s, every southern state passed laws to enable mass convict leasing, which made the South rather distinct within the nation.4
Let’s break down the individual components of this vicious system, so we might understand how they produced a carceral population that was almost entirely Black. First, southern politicians needed a mechanism for arresting and convicting a tremendous number of people, a net to sweep the rural South and ensnare workers to feed into the system. To weave this net, southern states began by criminalizing wide swaths of everyday life. New laws forbade “vagrancy” and “loitering”—essentially, being unemployed in public. This meant that if you were seen idle and couldn’t provide proof of active employment, you were in violation of the law and could be imprisoned for weeks if not months. Other “offenses” deemed worthy of arrest included gambling, carrying a weapon, or speaking loudly in the vicinity of white women. Simultaneously, states inflated the punishments associated with crimes already on the law books, particularly minor property theft. One notorious example came in the state of Mississippi, in 1876, with the so-called “Pig Law.” This law decreed that the theft of an animal worth one dollar or more was to be punished by at least five years of imprisonment. Arkansas imposed a law in the same era that made the theft of more than two dollars a felony.5
What kinds of folks were snapped up by these laws? Obviously, they were poor. But let’s keep in mind that there were more poor white southerners than poor Black southerners in the late nineteenth century. Does that mean that the folks who ended up being the fodder of the convict lease system would be proportionately represented based on the population?
Not even close. Black men were overwhelmingly the targets. Both the practice of enforcement and sentencing, done by all-white police forces and juries, tilted the playing field against people of color. We already learned that Georgia’s prison population was 91 percent Black in 1908. Georgia was hardly unique. In 1878, Mississippi had a total of 1,012 leased convicts. Nine hundred were black; 112 were white. In 1889, Alabama divulged that it had 147 convicts working in the state’s coal mines. Of that number, 144 were Black. Black men were the most common targets, but Black women and children were also sucked into the convict nexus. Women were impressed into the same convict gangs as men, expected to do the same work, and housed together with the men. So were Black children, as young as eleven or twelve, who could regularly be found within the convict lease system.6
In its daily operation, New South convict leasing was marked by nearly total disregard for human life. Workers had no rights and no ability to protest their working conditions, and employers often took advantage of their complete power. Corporal punishment was the rule within convict labor camps, and the whips and lashes of antebellum slavery would find renewed use. The creature comforts of life were absent. One 1908 study of turpentine camps in northern Florida found that not a single convict laborer was given shoes by their employer. But here’s perhaps the most shocking statistic of all. In 1881, the state of Arkansas estimated that the death rate among its convicts was 25 percent. Consider this number alongside the fact that most convicts were young men in their teens, twenties, and thirties.7
As barbaric and medieval as it was, New South convict leasing was not just an archaic throwback, nor a simple recreation of Old South slavery. Convict leasing was a vital component of the region’s growing manufacturing economy, entirely compatible with modern industrial capitalism. One could find convicts laboring in cotton fields, as Arthur Morgan observes in the game’s Sisika Penitentiary, but most often cotton-growing was the domain of the sharecroppers we met in the previous chapter. Instead, leased convicts were frequently tasked with grunt work in nonagricultural industries that allowed the South to enter the modern age. One example was the phosphate mines of northern and central Florida, worked primarily by convicts, who mined rock to be turned into potent fertilizer, promising to move southern farming into the modern era.
Indeed, the road to the South’s industrial revolution was paved by chain gangs. One of the most infamous private employers of convict labor was the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company, founded in Sewanee, Tennessee, but with branches in many southern states. The TCI, as it was known, was an early adopter of convict leasing, both in Tennessee and Alabama. First it assigned convicts to construct and maintain railroads. But its primary use of convicts was in coal mining, one of the dirtiest and most dangerous industries in the South. It wasn’t just homegrown southern corporations like TCI that indulged in this practice. When large northern conglomerates established operations within the South, such as Andrew Carnegie’s U.S. Steel Corporation, they eagerly embraced the mantra of “when in Rome…” and made convict leasing a vital part of their business operations.8
The convict lease regime is appalling when viewed as a faceless aggregate, yet its tragedy becomes even more pronounced when considering its individual human cost. In the life of one of its victims, we can see the operation of its brutal machinery. In 1908, Green Cottenham was twenty-two years old, one of nine children born to formerly enslaved parents in central Alabama. Like many young Black men of his day, Cottenham worked on-and-off as a day laborer around the hubs of Alabama’s railroad network. But on March 30, 1908, he was arrested in Columbiana, Alabama, on the outskirts of Birmingham. The initial charge was riding a freight car without a ticket, though the police were unable to present any evidence. But instead of freeing Cottenham, the judge found him guilty of “vagrancy.” The punishment for this crime was three months of hard labor. However, Cottenham was also charged $38.40 in court fees, a large sum for a poor man, which he was unable to pay. To settle the debt, the judge added nearly three months of additional labor to Cottenham’s sentence. Thus, for the crime of simply being Black and unemployed in the New South, Cottenham was condemned to a half year of virtual slavery.9
Where would Cottenham serve his sentence? Thanks to a long-standing contract between Shelby County—the site of his arrest—and the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company, Cottenham’s destination would be the Slope No. 12 coal mine near Birmingham. Alongside hundreds of other chained Black convicts, Cottenham toiled deep in the earth, often going nearly a week without sunlight. His daily mandate was to remove eight tons of coal from the mine; if he fell short of that number on the scales, he would be whipped by his overseers. The coal that he shoveled was the lifeblood of the modern American economy, yet the working conditions of Slope No. 12 were in no way conducive to human life. Fine black dust infused the air, permeating and destroying the lungs of miners. Pockets of gas trapped in the rock were a constant source of explosions. But the most pressing danger came from disease, spread among the crowded miners and preying upon bodies weakened by hard labor. Cottenham contracted tuberculosis in his fifth month at Slope No. 12. Unable to eat and with his lungs failing, Cottenham spent his last days at the mine’s prison hospital. On August 15, 1908, he died, at the age of twenty-two.10
From our twenty-first-century perspective, the inhumanity of this regime is undeniable. Was it recognized as such by those who lived during its heyday? Absolutely. The convict lease system had a wide variety of loud critics, both Black and white. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, the famed crusader against lynch law, described the convict lease system and lynching as “twin infamies which flourish hand in hand in many of the United States.” White reformers also recognized the barbarity of the system. In 1879, Robert Alston, a Georgia legislator and Confederate veteran, publicly challenged his state’s embrace of convict leasing and presented a fiery exposé of the system’s worst crimes, denouncing the chain gang as “a disgrace to civilization.” As Alston would learn, expressing such opinions could be dangerous. Not long afterward, Edward Cox, a planter who used convicts on his Georgia farm and was infuriated by Alston’s criticism, planned revenge. Confronting Alston in the Georgia Capitol building, Cox first threatened to cut the lawmaker’s throat for undermining his livelihood. When that did not produce enough of a reaction, Cox purchased a “Swamp Angel” pistol nearby, returned to Alston’s chambers, and shot him in the head—a sensational and infamous murder that seems more drawn from the video game screen than reality, and which revealed the risks that came with questioning Georgia’s status quo.11
Despite growing criticism such as Alston’s, the convict lease system remained dominant for at least half a century because it was so profitable and benefited so many in the upper echelons of both government and business. From the 1870s to the 1920s, convict leasing became the most important source of state revenue in the South. Collectively, tens of millions of dollars flowed into the coffers of southern state governments via the ball and chain. Private corporations, too, embraced convict leasing for supplying them workers who had no rights, no ability to unionize, and no say in how they were treated. Executives championed the chain gang as giving them a competitive edge in the cutthroat capitalism of the Gilded Age. With no shame or guilty conscience, one director of the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company gushed about his success in employing convict labor in 1877: “Considering the depression in business throughout the country, and considering the frightful upheaving of labor against capital in some of our sister states, we have cause to congratulate ourselves as to our financial success.”12
Of course, this success came at a tremendous human cost, paid overwhelmingly by the South’s Black underclass. Convict leasing to private employers would finally come to an end during the 1920s and ’30s, though many states would continue employing prisoners on public works. Its legacy haunts modern America, both in the racial wealth gap it produced and in our current carceral system, which remains disproportionately targeted at non-whites. Red Dead Redemption II deserves credit for casting light upon the brutality of this institution, yet within the game many of its ugliest features remain in shadow.
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Mr. Jim Crow
In the publicity blitz before its release, Red Dead Redemption II was aggressively marketed as a western cowboy epic. Its early trailers featured stunning desert and mountain vistas, frontier towns, and the sights and sounds of rugged life in the saddle. It must therefore have surprised players that a huge chunk of their experience would take place not in the West but in the Deep South. And not just anywhere in the South—but in a southern city. One of the game’s six core chapters plays out entirely in the city of Saint Denis, a thinly fictionalized New Orleans of 1899. There, streetcars and smokestacks set the scene, not cattle and rodeos. If gamers might feel out of place in this urban context, so too does the van der Linde gang. You can almost feel their skin crawling at the grime, crowds, and density of Saint Denis. “I can’t decide which I like less: the swamps or the city,” muses Arthur with disdain. “Both are full of parasites, reptiles, and slime. We’re a long way east of land we know, and far from real open country.”
But whether they like it or not, it’s in this large southern city that the gang spends a great deal of the game’s storyline. And during his time in Saint Denis, Arthur grows familiar with the rhythms of urban life at the turn of the century. He sees workers, both Black and white, piling bales of cotton on the docks, destined for export. He sees towering mills and factories belching smoke into the sky. He hears a multitude of languages spoken on the streets, from Spanish to Chinese. He sees horses and trolley cars compete for space on broad avenues. He hears the clink of glasses in the city saloons and inhales the stench of animal and human waste piling up in the city streets. Indeed, the game nicely captures many of the hallmarks of urban life at a moment when more and more Americans found themselves in large cities.
Yet in this southern cityscape of 1899, one institution that history-savvy players might expect is notably absent. Nowhere in Saint Denis, nor in the smaller southern town of Rhodes, can Arthur Morgan find visible signs mandating racial segregation, the social system that was frequently called “Jim Crow.” In the urban landscape, Arthur encounters plenty of public spaces where strangers of different skin tones come together, including waiting rooms, streetcars, movie theaters, and restrooms. In none of them does he find placards or notices declaring that spaces were designated “For Colored” or “For White.”
Would this absence have been accurate in 1899? Armchair critics might assume not; they might imagine that the game’s developers were seeking to dodge controversy by avoiding this painful institution that many associate with the New South. However, the absence of visual markers of American apartheid in a place like New Orleans in 1899 would not have been entirely wrong. Why? Because it was only recently, during the 1890s, that Jim Crow segregation had begun to take shape in law books and in practice. This meant that in 1899, the system was very new, still incomplete, and hotly contested. Indeed, Jim Crow remained a patchwork system for many years before expanding into the all-encompassing legal regime it would eventually become. This chapter explores the career of this southern institution, and why it was precisely in the 1890s that it would be formalized. Once again, the game gets this historical dilemma half right, half wrong.
“Jim Crow” is a term that gets tossed around often in our own time, but it’s frequently misunderstood. Many of my undergraduate students start the semester believing that it refers to an actual flesh-and-blood person. In fact, the name comes from a fictional character that appeared in antebellum minstrel shows. In these shows, white actors and musicians would darken their faces with burnt cork—applying “blackface”—and mock African American speech and culture, drawing wild laughter from both northern and southern white audiences. Jim Crow was one such insulting minstrel character, meant to signify Black backwardness and unsophistication.
By the early 1900s, though, this fictional character’s name came to be applied to the larger system of legally inscribed white supremacy that was then being instituted in the South. This of course included the segregation of public spaces: the separate drinking fountains, schools, and movie theater entrances leading up to nosebleed balcony seats. But Jim Crow’s formalization of white supremacy went beyond these daily encounters. It was just as much about excluding Black political participation, locking African American voters out of the region’s governance. Jim Crow was meant to be a total system that not only guaranteed white domination but made it appear natural and timeless.
But in reality, this was untrue. The Jim Crow regime had to be invented and forcibly instituted. And rather surprisingly, this invention and institution did not happen right after the Civil War, or even right after the violent overthrow of Reconstruction. Instead, during the early years of the New South, particularly the late 1870s and through the 1880s, African American men would continue to vote and run for office, and there was a distinct lack of systematic racial segregation. This might come as a surprise, so let’s begin by exploring this unpredictable and unstable era before Jim Crow was put into place.
First off: in the South of the late 1870s and 1880s, Black men voted in large numbers. Though the southern Republican Party had undeniably lost power during Reconstruction, in Black-majority counties and congressional districts, Black Republicans in the years after “Redemption” continued to win office. Making this possible were the hundreds of thousands of Black southerners who remained on the voting rolls even after Reconstruction had crumbled. Indeed, many hoped to regain the political power they had held just a few years earlier.1
Politics remained fluid in this era, and so too were the encounters between whites and Blacks in physical spaces. Indeed, the established tradition of race relations in the South was one of tense familiarity, not separation and distance. In the days of slavery, African Americans worked within white homes, doing some of the most intimate labor: cooking, childcare, and even nursing their newborns. Of course, intimacy hardly meant equality; it simply meant that white and Black bodies often shared close spaces. After emancipation, Black servants and cooks continued to work within white homes, but white and Black lives otherwise grew apart. In the first twenty-five years after the Civil War, Blacks and whites attended their own schools, worshiped at their own churches, and slept at their own hotels. But much else remained undecided. There were no sweeping laws on the books mandating separateness in all areas of life; the word “segregation” was never used in the nineteenth century. This meant that during the 1870s and 1880s, whites and Blacks frequently rubbed shoulders in new public spaces like railroad cars, rail stations, and theaters.2
However, everything would change during the 1890s, a decade that casts a long shadow in southern history. When folks think of the most decisive decades in the history of that region, the 1860s and 1960s usually pop into mind: the years of the Civil War, and then the heyday of the civil rights movement. But the 1890s are nearly as significant, and I’d place these years as a close third in any contest of the most important decades in the history of the South.
Why? Because in the 1890s, the political leadership of the South—nearly all Democrats, exclusively white, and almost exclusively rich—came to believe that their rule and their regime were gravely under threat. They were haunted by a specter: a budding alliance between poor whites and poor Blacks, united by their common poverty rather than divided by race. Southern white elites believed that such an alliance could unravel their political dominance, and worse yet, would imperil the future of white supremacy. In response to this threat, they overhauled southern society, instituting the social and political system of Jim Crow.
What exactly was this spectral threat that caused so much hand-wringing and hair-tearing among the South’s elite class? To understand it, we must briefly return to southern electoral politics. A few chapters ago, we explored how, during the Reconstruction era of the late 1860s and early 1870s, there had been a healthy two-party system in the South, with elections quite competitive. In that era, most southern whites favored the Democrats, the party of secession and the Confederacy. But not all. In places hostile to the planter elite, and in places composed of humble small-scale farmers—regions like eastern Tennessee, western North Carolina, upcountry South Carolina, and elsewhere—many whites, alongside recently emancipated Black southerners, who were often the most diehard Republicans, voted for the GOP.
But by the end of Reconstruction, this loose biracial coalition began to fray. As vigilante groups like the Ku Klux Klan waged their campaign of terror, and as southern Democrats argued ceaselessly that a vote against their party was a vote against white supremacy, the Republican Party lost white members. By the 1880s, it was hard to find many white Republican voters or candidates outside of the mountains. Voting in most of the South came to be dictated so strongly by race that observers began to speak of a “Solid South,” a South where whites uniformly rallied to the Democratic Party. This was quite a coup on the part of elite Democrats, because the policies and positions they adopted rarely favored the vast white underclass of yeomen, sharecroppers, and workers who had voted them into office. But in these years, the wedge of race seemed more powerful than the bonds of class.3
However, during the 1890s, it became obvious that the “Solid South” was an illusion rather than a reality. What made this apparent was a dramatic third-party political insurgency that swept the entirety of the United States in the 1880s and 1890s and was particularly transformative in the South. The movement was called Populism. At heart, it was a revolt of rural Americans against the powerful forces that excluded them from the fruits of American progress. Declaring political war on the two major parties, Populists envisioned a new America where the government and economy would be restructured to serve common people, not corporations and special interests. In the South, this meant building a political coalition of humble farmers, both Black and white, to challenge the entrenched Democratic ruling class. This challenge would terrify the South’s elites more than any event since the Civil War.
The first murmurs of the farmers’ revolt would be heard in late-1870s Texas. A nonpartisan group there called the Farmers’ Alliance began to build a loose network of rural people bitter about the power of distant corporations, absentee landlords, and the railroads that gouged them when shipping their crops. In the coming decade, the Alliance enrolled hundreds of thousands of farmers across the South, including many African American farmers, though early Alliances were segregated with a separate Colored Farmers’ Alliance. Yet as they began to flirt with entering formal politics, the leaders of the southern Alliance wondered: could white and Black voters head to the ballot box separately but vote together for a party that promised to break elites’ hold on the South and govern for “the common man”?4
Beginning in 1892, that was the experiment the so-called People’s Party, or Populists, undertook. Critiquing both the Democrats and Republicans for their neglect of rural folk, the Populists advocated sweeping reform measures. Populists attacked bankers, railroad men, and merchants with fury. They argued that the government should take control of the railroads and force them to serve common people, abandon the gold standard so that credit and loans were cheaper and more accessible, and regulate commodity prices so that poor farmers could earn more income. This message of economic liberation played particularly well in the piedmont South, where in the same era, white yeomen confronting the conquest of cotton were losing their grip on land and independence.5
But perhaps most explosively, some white Populists in the South called for a class-based alliance between poor whites and Blacks. The most prominent was Tom Watson of Georgia, editor of the People’s Party Paper and a Populist candidate for office. Watson was a young and charismatic lawyer who ran for Congress in 1892, making bold statements that would have been unthinkable not long earlier. “The crushing burdens which now oppress both races in the South,” Watson declared in 1892, must force both to recognize that “each should help the other in the work of repealing bad laws and enacting good ones.” Then, when a Democratic mob threatened to lynch H. S. Doyle, a Black Georgia Populist, Watson rounded up a posse of two thousand armed men to protect Doyle and avert violence. “Watson has gone mad,” claimed a furious Democratic newspaper in response.6
It is tempting to imagine Populists like Watson as antiracist crusaders courageously defying the prejudice of their day, fighting the same fight as social justice advocates today. This, however, would be wrong. Watson never formally denounced white supremacy. He always insisted that he was not an advocate of what he called “social equality between the whites and the blacks.” And indeed, many white Populists were as viciously racist as their Democratic opponents. Nevertheless, to the South’s entrenched white elite, the nightmare vision of a Black–white alliance was harrowing. Their backlash was shocking and swift. Watson became, in his own words, “the most abused, worst disparaged, worst ‘cussed’ man in Georgia,” and Democrats stuffed the ballot boxes in his district to ensure his 1892 defeat.
The white backlash to biracial Populism could also get bloody. In North Carolina, Populists had joined forces with Republicans in the mid-1890s to roll back Democratic control in several state-level offices. But in the election season of 1898, hatred of the biracial “fusionist” government in North Carolina prompted white Democrats to take to the streets in Wilmington, where they gunned down more than a dozen Black men in a successful attempt to violently overthrow Populism.7
White Democrats thus used violence and intimidation to suffocate the third-party movement in the South. But they did not see that as enough. As Populism surged in popularity, they also instituted legal measures to ensure that no threat like it would ever rear its head again.
First came disfranchisement. Despite nominally being Democrats, elite white southerners had little interest in actual democracy—that is, granting political power to common people. Instead, they hoped to tightly restrict who was able to vote in the region. In doing so, they had to tiptoe around the recent Fifteenth Amendment that protected suffrage for male citizens. But as these antidemocratic reformers discovered, loopholes and workarounds were easily found. Mississippi was an early leader in the crusade. In 1890, delegates rewrote the state’s constitution to mandate a literacy test for voting: would-be voters had to successfully read a page of the Bible or state constitution before being granted a ballot. Yet out of fear that the bill would exclude the masses of illiterate white Mississippians, the new constitution empowered the all-white examining committees to make the ultimate determination of a candidate’s literacy. You can imagine how they used that power. Then, in 1895, South Carolina imposed a poll tax, a sum of money that must be paid in cash six months prior to election day if voters wished to cast a ballot. That this also disfranchised vast swaths of poor whites in the state did not seem to worry the legislature.8
Throughout the 1890s, nearly every southern state copy-and-pasted such language into their own law books. In 1898, for example, Louisiana imposed both a literacy test and a requirement that voters own at least $300 in property. In just a few years, the impact of such laws would be sharply felt, and the statistics reveal this with sparkling clarity. In 1896, right before its constitutional overhaul, 130,000 Black men were registered to vote in Louisiana. By 1900, there were 5,000. By 1910, 730 remained. And rather than a temporary dip, these numbers would remain near zero until the Black freedom struggle of the 1960s. Poor southerners, particularly Blacks but also many thousands of whites, were now effectively voiceless. The first pillar of Jim Crow was in place.9
However, shrinking the playing field of southern politics was insufficient in the eyes of the elite Democrats who had lost so much sleep during Populism’s heyday. They wanted to remake not just Election Day but also daily life. They wanted to make sure that Blacks and whites stayed spatially separate in all affairs. In part, the purpose of racial segregation was to demean Black southerners with inferior accommodations, reinforcing white supremacy on a daily basis. But segregation was also born out of fear and anxiety about the solidness of white unity. Southern elites wanted to ensure that poor whites and Blacks would never have the opportunity to rub shoulders, come to know one another, and perhaps join ranks in another class-based revolt. This would be the second pillar of the Jim Crow regime.
The campaign to draft and implement segregation statutes sprang up at the very moment that Populists challenged the status quo, just as the campaign for disfranchisement had. One of the first major pieces of legislation came in the state of Louisiana, in 1890. That year, the state passed the so-called Separate Car Act, which mandated that all long-distance railroads in the state provide “separate but equal” seating accommodations to Black and white passengers. Of course, in practice, the cars were not equal at all. The least comfortable, most rickety, and most poorly ventilated cars were always reserved for non-white patrons.
Black Louisianans did not take this sitting down. In New Orleans, the hub of Black politics in the state, a group of activists came together in 1891 to try to defeat the new law. This group called themselves the Citizens’ Committee (originally the Comité des Citoyens, as its members were bilingual Creoles). They had no illusions as to the meaning of Louisiana’s recent law: as the leader of the Committee said, the Separate Car Act “is like a slap in the face of every member of the black race.” They decided to attack via the legal system: their plan was to have a member of their team sit in the white section of a railroad car, expecting him to be arrested. They would then challenge the arrest in court, hoping to prompt a ruling that the law was unconstitutional in its violation of the Fourteenth Amendment.10
The man the Committee selected to test the law was Homer Adolph Plessy, whose name would be immortalized by the drama to come. Plessy had been born in New Orleans during the Civil War but not into slavery. In fact, his ancestry was primarily white European, and of his eight great-grandparents, only one identified as Black. By the one-drop rule, though, Adolph Plessy was considered “Negro,” and proudly identified as such—hence his involvement with the Citizens’ Committee. In June of 1892, Plessy boarded a railcar heading out of New Orleans and seated himself in the “whites only” section. At first, no one took much notice, because of his light-skinned appearance. Plessy in fact had to flag down the conductor to surprise him with the news that he was “a colored man.” As hoped, Plessy was then arrested and charged with violating the Separate Car Act. After Plessy was released on bond, the Citizens’ Committee rolled into action, filing a case against John H. Ferguson, the New Orleans criminal judge who had charged Plessy with a crime.11
The case, now titled Plessy v. Ferguson, would not be settled quickly. Over the next four years, it would work its way up the judicial food chain in the United States, from the New Orleans city court to the Louisiana Supreme Court and then, by 1896, to the U.S. Supreme Court. The highest court in America now had to decide whether the South’s budding system of racial segregation was legal or not. Black Americans and their allies held their breath. How would these nine white men in Washington rule?
In one of the most infamous cases in American legal history, the Supreme Court ruled in 1896 in Plessy v. Ferguson that racial segregation was indeed legal, as long as the separate accommodations were equal. The only dissenting voice on the Court came from Justice John Marshall Harlan of Kentucky, a former slaveholder turned advocate of Black rights, who protested that “there is in this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens” and that “in respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law.” The ruling was a tremendous defeat for the Citizens’ Committee, for Black Americans, and for anyone committed to the idea of equality before the law. With the ruling, the South’s white elite had just received a decisive green light from the U.S. government. It’s imaginable that if the Supreme Court had ruled in a different fashion, southern history would have hinged in a different direction. Instead, the rising Jim Crow regime put down even deeper roots.12
Therefore, by the time that Arthur Morgan rides into Red Dead Redemption II’s fictionalized New Orleans of 1899, racial segregation was increasingly remaking the social landscape of the urban South. The long-haul rail station in Saint Denis’s downtown and its trains would absolutely have been segregated. But the game is not all wrong in its portrayal of a segregation-free city. Even though the Separate Car Act and Plessy v. Ferguson had been settled by 1899, Jim Crow was still a piecemeal and incomplete system. For example, New Orleans’s trolley cars and stations remained unsegregated. In 1900, the city took up the issue—but voted against segregation, mainly because the trolley companies feared it would be overly expensive. Finally, in 1902, the measure passed, fueled by a rising tide of white supremacist thinking.
A few years made a huge difference—and here the game misses a tremendous opportunity to showcase this shift. In Red Dead Redemption II’s lengthy epilogue, players are able to explore the map eight years after the events of Arthur Morgan’s tale, through the eyes of junior gang-mate John Marston. As Marston witnesses it, the Saint Denis of 1907 is notably different from that of 1899. New buildings have been erected, hotel signs have changed, but the game acknowledges no changes to the racial climate. This is gravely wrong. One might not imagine eight years as a long time, but in this brief window New Orleans became a fully Jim Crow city. It would remain one for more than sixty years.
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The Lost Cause
When Arthur Morgan and his gangmates ride into the game’s southern state of Lemoyne, the Civil War is nearly thirty-five years in the past. It has been a full generation since the cannons fell silent, and many of the war’s veterans are elderly or dying. But as Arthur quickly learns, that conflict is hardly forgotten. To the contrary: many white southerners in Lemoyne are intensely committed to preserving the memory and legacy of the war.
Arthur first confronts this in the state’s rival gang, the Lemoyne Raiders, with whom he quickly finds himself trading fire. The Raiders are a bloodthirsty crew of bandits who dress in the gray military uniforms of the Confederacy and frequently attack government authorities and unsympathetic outsiders. In the words of Arthur’s Black gangmate Lenny Summers, the Raiders “believe the Civil War is still raging and that it never ended.” Arthur soon learns that Lenny isn’t exaggerating, and hostile run-ins with the gang across Lemoyne showcase their fierce defense of the Confederate cause and its memory. Eavesdropping on a group of Raiders sitting around a campfire outside of Rhodes, Arthur hears them reminisce about the “summer of ’62” and killing off the “swarm of blue-bellies” invading the region. “Something’s only lost if you let it be,” the senior Raider reminds his grizzled colleagues.
But perhaps the most visible markers of Civil War memory are the towering statues that appear in the centers of both Rhodes and Saint Denis, the small town and big city in Lemoyne. On the dusty main square of Rhodes, a bronze Confederate soldier stands upon a stone pillar, with an inscription at the base commemorating fallen soldiers and “their valiant acts,” whose “sacrifice will never be forgotten.” In front of the courthouse in Saint Denis, an even larger statue of a man on horseback extols a fictional General Quincy T. Harris, “hero of the War of Northern Aggression.” The message of both the statues and the Raiders is the same: the South’s cause in the war was noble, valiant, and remains undefeated.
By highlighting the glorification and commemoration of the Confederate cause in the post–Civil War era, Red Dead Redemption II sheds light on a pivotal issue in the history of the New South: the crafting of a myth that became known as the “Lost Cause.” This myth sought to rationalize the South’s defeat by providing an alternate explanation of why the South fought and why it failed. Instead of a painful acknowledgement of southern treason, racism, and guilt, the Lost Cause insisted that the South had fought not for slavery but for lofty American ideals, that its soldiers had served with honor and dedication, and that the Confederacy was only overcome by the outsized brute force of the northern industrial juggernaut. Underlying the myth was a simple claim: that the war should be a source of pride and honor rather than shame for white southerners.
The Lost Cause was ultimately a tremendous lie, a whitewashed and airbrushed version of the past that bore little resemblance to documented history. But its fiction was not born from innocence or accident. The Lost Cause was created and spread with vile intentions: to justify white dominance over Black southerners, and to deny the benefits of citizenship and equality to the formerly enslaved and their descendants. We know this because the campaign to institutionalize the Lost Cause and erect public monuments to it came to a crescendo not immediately after the war but in a moment when white supremacy and the status quo seemed under gravest threat: during the 1890s, when southern elites feared a potential alliance between the Black and white underclass.
This means that when Arthur Morgan encounters them in 1899, the Confederate memorials in both Rhodes and Saint Denis should have been quite new. Yet in the game, they appear to be fairly old, their weather-beaten and corroded digital textures speaking to decades of exposure to wind, rain, and snow. Here again the game developers fall short of a nuanced portrayal of history’s complexity, as Arthur’s visit occurs in the midst of a revived effort to stabilize white supremacy. In the following pages, we’ll explore the origins of the Lost Cause myth and how it was aggressively embraced during the pivotal 1890s.
In the wake of Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox in April 1865, white southerners sorted through the rubble and counted the dead. The war’s toll on the South, where most of the major battles had been fought, was overwhelming. More than a quarter million Confederate soldiers and civilians perished in the war, comprising roughly one-fifth of military-age white southern men, leaving behind a generation of widows and orphans. And much of the South’s infrastructure—its roads, bridges, farms, statehouses—lay in ruins.1
But the white South’s crisis in 1865 was not just material or demographic. It was also psychological. With their fledgling nation shattered, southern whites were once again subjects of the United States, yet shamed as traitors within it. Slavery, the labor regime that had undergirded antebellum society, was destroyed and declared evil and immoral. Defeated, humiliated, and under military occupation, white southerners looked toward an uncertain future. Some could not envision a place for themselves in the postwar era, and thousands fled the U.S., hoping for better prospects in Europe or Latin America. Others made more dramatic departures. Edmund Ruffin, the diehard Virginia secessionist who had inaugurated the Civil War by firing the first shot at Fort Sumter in 1861, was despondent in the weeks after Appomattox. On June 17, 1865, he wrote a final diary entry, stating his refusal to live under “Yankee domination and despotism.” He then placed the barrel of his silver-plated rifle in his mouth and pulled the trigger in the most famous Confederate suicide. (This scene is eerily replicated in Red Dead Redemption II, when a leader of the Lemoyne Raiders, cornered by Arthur in their derelict mansion, decries “the freedmen, the carpetbaggers, and the army of criminals who stole our land and our government” before blowing his own brains out.)2
Most former rebels, of course, took less drastic action, staying put and trudging onward with their lives. But rather than rejecting the legacy of the Confederacy, many bitterly resolved to resist the U.S. Army occupation and whatever reforms their conquerors planned. If they had been defeated in war, many white southerners would fight to be triumphant in peace, by any means necessary.
The very first postwar struggle concerned memory. Not long after the historic battles of the Civil War came to an end, the battle over the history of the war began. The first shot was fired just a year after Appomattox, when a wealthy thirty-five-year-old white southerner named Edward A. Pollard published a book titled The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the War of the Confederates. Pollard had grown up on a Virginia plantation with more than a hundred enslaved people. Before and during the war, he had worked as a journalist for the Richmond Examiner, penning pro-slavery screeds for southern audiences. In his 1866 tome, which spanned 750 pages, Pollard laid out a revisionist account of the nature and significance of the recent war.
First off, Pollard vociferously denied that slavery had been the social evil northern reformers deemed it. In his eyes, slavery was a civilizing institution that “does not depress the African but elevates him in the scale of social and religious human being.” Nevertheless, according to Pollard it had not been in the name of slavery that the South had left the Union, but in the defense of the all-American principle of small government, which he claimed that the industrial North had betrayed. And what had doomed the Confederate war effort was not the immorality of their cause or any shortage of bravery or resolve among its troops, both of which Pollard refuted, but the indecisive and weak leadership of the Confederate government, particularly President Jefferson Davis.3
Pollard’s account was profoundly divorced from reality—riddled with falsehoods, distortions, and outright lies. But his book was embraced by white southerners for the comfort and justification it offered at a moment of crisis and uncertainty. Pollard was insistent that white southerners should feel no shame or regret for their part in the rebellion, but rather pride. Defeated Confederates, he wrote, held “the proud, secret, dangerous consciousness that they are the better men.” But southern whites were attracted to Pollard’s vision for the future as much as his consolation for the past. Indeed, Pollard was looking forward as much as he was looking backward. The Civil War might have destroyed slavery and restored the union, he wrote, but “it did not decide negro equality; it did not decide negro suffrage; it did not decide State Rights … and these things which the war did not decide, the southern people still cling to.” Pollard’s retelling of the past was therefore a manifesto for an uninterrupted future of white supremacy.4
Pollard gained renown as the father of the “Lost Cause,” and his book was the first to invoke this phrase. However, he was not the only one working for its adoption. Behind him stood legions of unsung white southern women, who became the foot soldiers of pro-Confederate mythology. Beginning soon after the war, the sisters, wives, and mothers of veterans and fallen soldiers founded local Ladies’ Memorial Associations across the South to honor the Confederate dead and their cause. In cemeteries across the region, they commemorated Confederate Memorial Day and began the work of erecting decorative gravestones in honor of the dead. As a result, from the late 1860s through the 1880s, cemeteries became the first epicenter of Lost Cause mythology, physical and metaphorical shrines to an alternate vision of the Civil War.5
But here’s a key quirk: cemeteries are not particularly visible to the public. They are visited infrequently, on special occasions, and then forgotten during much of the rest of the year. And indeed, during the twenty-five years following the end of the Civil War, the cult of Lost Cause mythology was still in its infancy. It had its place on the southern cultural stage, but it rarely basked in the spotlight. The types of public monuments showcased in Red Dead Redemption II, towering above crowded public spaces in the center of towns and cities, would have been extremely rare between 1865 and 1890. In part this was because the key promoters of the Lost Cause in this early era were poorly organized and underfunded. The Ladies’ Memorial Associations were local undertakings that rarely coordinated with their counterparts elsewhere. Indeed, there was not even a consensus on the date for Confederate Memorial Day—was it the date of Joseph Johnston’s surrender, or was it that of Stonewall Jackson’s death?—meaning that various association chapters commemorated the day on different dates.6
All of that would change beginning in the 1890s, when the Lost Cause received a tremendous burst of energy, enthusiasm, and coordination. That decade is chock-full of milestones in the battle for Civil War memory. In 1894, the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) was founded in Nashville, Tennessee. In 1896, the Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV) was founded in Richmond, Virginia. That same year, the Museum of the Confederacy opened its doors in Richmond. And all three institutions poured astounding resources into moving the commemoration of the Confederate cause out of quiet cemeteries and into the bustling heart of southern towns and cities. An orgy of granite and bronze would follow: between 1890 and the outbreak of World War I in 1914, hundreds of monuments were erected across the South, in the most visible public spaces available. Here Red Dead Redemption II hits the nail on the head, especially with the statue in Saint Denis rightly located across from the courthouse. Most of the statues being torn down or debated today resulted from this turn-of-the-century surge in monument construction.7
Why did it take nearly thirty years after the Civil War’s end to kick off this ferocious drive to publicly commemorate the Confederacy? Such questions likely sound familiar, since we similarly wondered why it would only be in the 1890s that southern states began restricting Black voting and instituting the legal segregation of public spaces. Not surprisingly, the building of monuments and the dawn of Jim Crow were twin projects in pursuit of the same goal: bolstering white supremacy. Because in the 1890s, southern elites feared that the future of white domination was gravely imperiled. On one hand, African Americans had made distinct economic gains in recent years, buying farmland and establishing businesses, which undermined the supposedly natural laws of white superiority. But most importantly, the South’s elite leadership was terrified of the potential of Populism and the specter of a biracial alliance between poor whites and Blacks. When white elites heard radicals like Tom Watson call for a partnership between the downtrodden of the South, they recoiled in terror. And they acted decisively, segregating the contact of poor people in public by restricting poor voters at the ballot box.
And, of course, by methodically erecting monuments to the Confederacy and the Lost Cause, each of which was meant to be a bronze-and-marble beacon of white unity and Black inferiority. It should therefore not be surprising that in the public ceremonies that unveiled and dedicated those statues, overt testimony to white supremacy and racial violence was commonplace. For example, when the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill unveiled its UDC-funded “Silent Sam” Confederate statue in 1913, Julian Carr, the speaker at the dedication, heralded how Confederate soldiers had saved “the very life of the Anglo Saxon race in the South.” He then related a personal vignette of how, soon after Appomattox and “one hundred yards from where we stand,” he had “horse-whipped a negro wench until her skirts hung in shreds” for the crime of “insult[ing] and malign[ing] a Southern lady.” The meaning of the statue was thereby not lost on white observers.8
Nor was it lost on Black observers at the time, who saw the monuments for precisely what they were. Mamie Garvin Fields, who grew up in 1890s Charleston, South Carolina, remembered particularly well a looming statue of John C. Calhoun, an ardent pro-slavery champion who lived in the antebellum era. She had no doubts that “white people were talking to us about Jim Crow through that statue.” As she and others imagined it, the cold stone bust of Calhoun was telling her that “N*****, you may not be a slave, but I am back to see you stay in your place.” To Fields, the monument was a daily reminder of institutionalized white supremacy. But Fields also had her daily ways of resisting. “We used to carry something with us, if we knew we would be passing that way, in order to deface that statue—scratch the coat, break the watch chain, try to knock off the nose.” Rather brilliantly, Red Dead Redemption II pays homage to the divisiveness of statues in their day. Scrawled across the equestrian monument to the “War of Northern Aggression” in the center of Saint Denis is a single word: “COWARD.” Who might have defaced the statue? A local Black critic of the Lost Cause, an insulted northern visitor, or an embittered ex-Confederate? The game never reveals its secret.9
I hope that grappling with this painful history—recognizing the lie of the Lost Cause, knowing the ulterior motive of statue construction, and acknowledging longtime Black resistance to such monuments—makes the current-day debate on whether to topple these statues look different. The white defenders of Confederate monuments today, who range from the still-existing UDC to former president Donald Trump, argue that to remove them is to destroy history and erase the heritage of the Civil War from American memory. Yet let’s be honest. The Lost Cause is not history but myth, and a toxic one at that. Confederate monuments have much less to do with the 1860s and far more to do with the 1890s and 1900s context in which they were put up. Ultimately, Americans have no power to erase the Civil War from their history. It looms too large, and its reverberations are too deep. What they do have the power to do is to erase the poisonous, politicized, and hateful lies told about that war, and that is precisely what toppling these statues does.
Yet the proponents of the Lost Cause did not only commemorate and advance their lie through towering stone and metal monuments. They also did so with another symbol, usually placed on a fluttering piece of fabric: the so-called “Confederate flag.” I place it in quotes because the symbol that pops into most readers’ heads () was not in fact the original national flag of the Confederate states of America. That flag looked like this——a symbol far less recognizable and controversial today. The blue-on-red St. Andrew’s cross design usually called “the Confederate flag” was in fact a military flag created for the battlefield, easily distinguished from the U.S. Stars and Stripes (which the Confederate national flag was not). When you wave a military flag, you are usually looking for a fight. This was certainly true in the history of this divisive symbol, which I want to explore next.
Perhaps not surprisingly, Rockstar Games includes no depictions of Confederate flags in Red Dead Redemption II, either of the national or military variety. There is little doubt why that is—the developers surely wanted to avoid a highly contentious and problematic symbol. Indeed, recent remasters of the first three Grand Theft Auto games scrubbed them of earlier depictions of the battle flag. Yet in erasing the presence of the Confederate battle flag from the 1890s South, Red Dead Redemption II evades a more complex history. Had the fictional state of Lemoyne been a real-life Mississippi, for example, then Arthur Morgan would have had difficulty avoiding this flag in 1899. Yet just as with the Confederate statues, the South’s interest in the battle flag was new, not old.10
During Reconstruction, while the South was under U.S. Army occupation, the Confederate battle flag was a risky banner to fly. It was a symbol of disloyalty and rebellion, and it could land you in trouble. Though no formal army order prohibited the display of the flags, even while gray uniforms and Confederate military insignia were officially banned, U.S. soldiers considered the symbol treasonous and offensive, and often reprimanded those flying it. Yet despite this, and rather surprisingly, the flag did not become an early symbol of southern white resistance to Reconstruction. For all the bizarre costumes and symbols that the Ku Klux Klan adopted in the 1860s and 1870s, they never flew the Confederate battle flag as a banner for their cause. Likewise, after white southern Democrats retook political control of their state governments during the 1870s and 1880s era of “Redemption,” not a single southern governor or legislature placed the battle flag’s symbol on their state flag.11
The Confederate battle flag was hardly forgotten during the two and a half decades that followed Appomattox, but neither was it dominant nor ubiquitous. It was pulled out and ironed for Confederate Memorial Days, flown at cemeteries, and integrated into the early Lost Cause rituals performed by Ladies’ Memorial Associations across the South. But as was true of the early monument construction, the flag in this period was largely displayed out of the public eye. During the first twenty-five years of the post–Civil War South, Confederate battle flags would have been unthinkable at courthouses and statehouses, or on official state flags.12
That would dramatically change in the 1890s, a transformative decade for the Lost Cause. As we already know, during that decade white elites perceived a tremendous challenge to their rule, stemming from Black economic gains and the third-party challenge of Populism. In response, white elites took up a frenzied effort to bolster white supremacy in the South. That included a new crusade to display the Confederate battle flag in conspicuous public places. During the 1890s, three southern states incorporated the imagery of the battle flag into their state flags. In 1895 and 1899 the governors of Alabama and Florida, respectively, pushed through measures to adopt a red St. Andrew’s cross upon a white background for their state banner—an allusion to but not direct copy of the Confederate battle flag. Yet Mississippi went the furthest. In 1894, it became the first in the nation to place the blue, red, and white emblem of the Confederate military in its official state flag, where it would remain until 2021. That Mississippi led the South in adopting the battle flag should be no surprise, as just a few years earlier, its pioneering 1890 “Mississippi Plan” for disfranchising Black voters had been copied across the region.13
But as it turns out, many decades would pass before another southern state followed Mississippi in adorning its state flag with an exact replica of the Confederate military banner. After white elites squashed the Populist challenge and instituted Jim Crow and voting restrictions by 1900 or so, they must have felt secure in their dominance, because campaigns to boost the visibility of the battle flag stagnated and disappeared. That is, until a generation later, when Black southerners rose up after World War II to challenge Jim Crow as a blatant contradiction of the supposedly American values of liberty, equality, and freedom. Especially after the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court case, which deemed Jim Crow segregation unconstitutional, white southern politicians deputized the starry St. Andrew’s cross as a symbol of their resistance to racial integration. In February 1956, Georgia placed the battle flag on its state banner, a symbolic move that Governor Marvin Griffin claimed was a defense of one of Georgia’s “greatest traditions—segregation.” Then, in the early 1960s, fire-breathing Alabama segregationist George Wallace made the Confederate emblem his official campaign symbol when running for governor.14
All of this should suggest that when we debate the Confederate battle flag or Confederate statues today, we are not just debating the history or meaning of the Civil War. We are debating the long legacy of how those symbols have been enlisted in support of white supremacy. We are debating the crackdown of the 1890s and the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s. Too much of the recent controversy over flags and monuments has fallen into a worn two-sided debate: do they represent “heritage” or “hate”? In reality, the answer is both.
I’m curious what the fictional state flag of Lemoyne looked like in 1899, as we never get a glimpse of it in Red Dead Redemption II. If this video-game state is based on Mississippi, the battle flag’s iconography would have been present on that flag, but no other southern state had yet gone so far. Indeed, this might make us wonder: should Rockstar have included fluttering Confederate flags alongside the statues in its depiction of 1899? It would certainly have been more realistic, as by the late 1890s the South’s cult of the Lost Cause was in high gear. Yet the inclusion of this inflammatory symbol would undoubtedly alienate millions of players and force the game to more closely address the messy stew of race, politics, and memory in that moment. It was likely far easier to avoid it and simply keep the statues. Red Dead Redemption II thus gestures toward the ironies of the Lost Cause, but once again, the context is missing and the timing is off.
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New Orleans, 1899
How did a slow-paced and thoughtful game like Red Dead Redemption II become a massive international blockbuster? There’s no denying that the game has ridden the metaphorical coattails of Rockstar Games’ flagship franchise, Grand Theft Auto. The GTA series, which made its debut in the late 1990s, has sold nearly 400 million copies worldwide, becoming one of the highest-selling video games of all time.
What defined the Grand Theft Auto games and made them so popular was Rockstar’s knack at rendering iconic American cities at particular moments in time, such as 1980s Miami, turn-of-the-millennium New York, or Los Angeles in the gangsta-rap era of the 1990s. Boasting diverse neighborhoods, intricate traffic systems, and sparkling skyscrapers, these living, breathing cities made Rockstar the unrivaled champion of gamifying American urban life.
Would fans of Grand Theft Auto’s dense urban sandboxes find a comparable city in Red Dead Redemption II? I’ll argue in this chapter that Saint Denis—an obvious New Orleans—of 1899 deserves a place alongside GTA’s San Andreas and Vice City in the pantheon of video game metropolises. Though admittedly lacking the sprawl and verticality of these counterparts, Saint Denis certainly measures up in terms of density, complexity, and diversity.
And better yet, this video game city bears a striking resemblance to the real-life New Orleans of its era. In fact, in its rendering of the urban South of 1899, Red Dead Redemption II earns some of its highest marks in historical authenticity and accuracy. In the pages ahead, we’ll explore how the game captures the look and feel of turn-of-the-century New Orleans, including the geography, architecture, and human diversity of the city. But we’ll also dwell on two subjects that the game only gets half right: the place of Sicilian immigrants within the city, and violence between police and outlaws. New Orleans in this era was indeed bloody and chaotic, but not in quite the way that Arthur Morgan witnesses it.
If an 1899 New Orleans resident were to be dropped into Red Dead Redemption II’s Saint Denis, she or he would not be entirely lost or confused. Our turn-of-the-century New Orleanian would of course be familiar with the French-inspired architecture and street names, as Louisiana was previously a French colony. They would feel at home in the busy port district, seeing docks piled high with bales of cotton destined for export. Indeed, New Orleans was the embarkation point for most of the South’s cotton, which arrived on barges from Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi, and beyond. Our New Orleanian would also recognize Saint Denis’s precarious geographic position, perched between a major American river and marshy swampland (and ever fearful that water from either side would swell beyond their boundaries). They would look with familiarity at the electrified trolley cars gliding up and down the game’s equivalent to St. Charles Avenue, where the largest and most ornate homes could also be found. And they would recognize the large Confederate memorial steeped in Lost Cause mythology. After all, white New Orleanians had erected a massive, 109-foot-tall monument to Robert E. Lee just a few years before the game is set.1
Our imaginary 1899 New Orleanian would perhaps be most struck by how well Red Dead Redemption II captures the divided nature of their city. In pop culture and in stereotypes, much has been made of the division between New Orleans’s French-speaking, tradition-minded, historic “downtown” and its business-minded, forward-looking American “uptown.” But this was hardly the most prevalent division of 1899 New Orleans, which was defined not by culture but by wealth versus poverty. The city’s widest gap lay between these two front-of-town neighborhoods abutting the river and the so-called back-of-town. Tightly crowded and often lacking basic infrastructure, the back-of-town was the city’s impoverished slum, only halfway reclaimed from swampland and filled with ramshackle buildings. In the game, these poor neighborhoods have a prominent place, correctly sitting on the inland outskirts of town, mere steps from the alligator-infested wetlands to the west. Yet they’re not far from the wealthiest sections of the city. When Arthur Morgan and his gangmates attend a lavish ball at the mayor’s mansion alongside foreign dignitaries and Yankee investors, they stand just blocks from the squalid slum districts that encroach upon the well-lit avenues of the rich. This tense intimacy of wealth and poverty lay at the heart of turn-of-the-century New Orleans.2
But if the game neatly portrays the architecture and landmarks of the city, it does an even better job capturing its human population and its diversity. For starters, the game accurately depicts the large African American population that called New Orleans home. As the 1900 decennial census reveals, in the Parish of Orleans (where the city lay), 208,946 whites lived alongside 77,714 Blacks. This meant a white-to-Black ratio of about three to one, which matches up fairly well with the game’s representation of Saint Denis’s population, at least by my informal measurement.3
Of course, New Orleans was not merely a city of white and Black. It was also a cosmopolitan city filled with immigrants from around the world. In this regard, New Orleans was hardly unique. At the moment when Red Dead Redemption II is set, the U.S. was home to a foreign-born population larger in proportion than today. In 1900, 13.6 percent of the U.S. population had been born abroad. The most recent census data, from 2020, shows that only 13.0 percent of American residents were born outside of the U.S. Though there are numerically more immigrants in the U.S. nowadays, the proportion of immigrants in 1900 was in fact higher.4
New Orleans was not quite as diverse as the nation in 1900, and indeed the South paled in comparison to the Northeast and Midwest in regard to immigrant density. But 30,325 people in Orleans Parish were foreign-born, comprising 10.6 percent of the total population. This made it the most cosmopolitan city in the South, by a long shot. Once again, Red Dead Redemption II excels at depicting this multiculturalism. As Arthur Morgan walks the streets of Saint Denis, he is often greeted in foreign languages. He overhears conversations in many tongues other than English and sees restaurants and shops that cater to an immigrant clientele. However, the immigrant groups emphasized in the game’s streetside encounters don’t always map onto reality. In my own hours exploring Saint Denis, I encountered more speakers of Spanish and Chinese than any other group. That would have been unlikely. There were indeed New Orleanians from Spanish-speaking countries in 1900 (the parish was then home to nearly 500 Spaniards, 299 Mexicans, and 270 Cubans), and 418 residents born in China. But these groups were small in comparison to the major immigrant populations in 1900 New Orleans. The largest group were the Germans, numbering 8,733. Then came Italians at 5,866, Irish at 5,398, followed by the French at 4,428. There were also many thousands of native-born French speakers, which would make that language the second-most heard after English.5
The Germans, Irish, and French don’t get a great deal of coverage in the game’s Saint Denis. But the Italians certainly do. A major thread of the narrative revolves around an Italian crime syndicate run by the fictional mob boss Angelo Bronte. Bronte hails from Sicily, the southern island dangling from the toe of Italy’s geographic boot. In Saint Denis, Bronte has built a vast criminal empire. He lives in a lavish estate on the wealthiest side of town and has dozens of hirelings at his beck and call. But his influence is far wider than that. In the words of Dutch van der Linde, “Bronte has the police and just about everything else in Saint Denis in his back pocket.” Bronte is the behind-the-scenes mastermind of the city. At a decadent party at Mayor Henri Lemieux’s mansion, where Bronte is the guest of honor, the gang learns that the mayor is nothing but a puppet of the “Italian Mr. Big in town,” as Arthur derisively describes the mob boss.
This begs the question: were Sicilian immigrants truly the power elite pulling the strings of New Orleans society in the 1890s? It was indeed true that New Orleans was home to an unusually large population of southern Italians. Across the United States, only about a quarter of Italian immigrants hailed from Sicily, but in New Orleans, 90 percent did, due largely to a flourishing citrus trade between New Orleans and Palermo, Sicily. However, beyond this parallel, the game’s characterization of Sicilians as urban kingpins falls apart. Nearly all Italians in New Orleans were modest, working-class folks, occupying a low tier in the social pecking order. Indeed, many Sicilian American businesses in Louisiana catered to African American clients, due mainly to immigrant anxieties about openly competing with native-born whites. Though some Sicilian immigrants undoubtedly climbed into the middle class, during the 1890s such success stories were fairly rare.6
Instead of dominating native-born society from the shadows, Sicilians were often the targets of persecution and vicious attacks by white New Orleanians. The 1890s in particular saw a sharp spike in anti-immigrant and particularly anti-Italian xenophobia. In Louisiana as across much of the rest of the country, native-born whites began to paint working-class Italians as bomb-throwing anarchists or inveterate criminals.
Such stereotypes would fuel shocking bloodshed in 1891. That year, New Orleans police chief David Hennessy was shot to death by unknown assailants. When rumors began to circulate that Italian mobsters were behind the murder, mass arrests of immigrants followed. Nine Sicilians—among them stevedores, fruit sellers, cobblers, and farmworkers—were tried for the murder of Hennessy, but all were acquitted due to sketchy evidence. When news of the acquittal became public, an infuriated white crowd began gathering downtown, suspecting bribery and intimidation by an imagined Mafia. On March 14, 1891, this ravenous mob, numbering between eight and ten thousand, broke the men out of prison. They then hanged or shot the Sicilians in front of the jail, leaving eleven dead in one of the largest mass lynchings in American history. (On a side note, the mob violence triggered a vast international backlash and a fiery diplomatic drama between the U.S. and Italy that persuaded U.S. president Benjamin Harrison to pronounce the very first Columbus Day a year later, as a way to symbolically recognize the historical contributions of Italians to the United States.) In the years following the lynching, anti-Italian hostility and xenophobia remained high, which meant that 1899 was no easy time to be a Sicilian immigrant in New Orleans. Red Dead Redemption II’s Angelo Bronte thus seems drawn more from the fevered imagination of the white mob of 1891 than any flesh-and-blood historical precedent.7
But even though the game’s portrayal of New Orleans’s Sicilians is a bit warped, I remain quite impressed with how well it captures the diverse stew of humanity that called the city home in 1899. As video game representations of cities go, this one is pretty sophisticated. And as it turns out, there’s another crucial historical dilemma that the game sheds light on, though it’s not one most gamers would expect. This is the question of violence between outlaws and the New Orleans police.
Because Saint Denis lacks a rival gang for players to trade fire with, most of the shootouts there take place between the van der Linde gang and the city’s blue-uniformed police force. These aren’t small-scale skirmishes. By the climax of the Saint Denis storyline, after the gang has robbed a trolley station and the central city bank, the firefights approach an all-out war. These bloody gun battles, taking place across tree-lined avenues and from hijacked streetcars, leave dozens of bullet-riddled corpses piled up on the streets, many of them police. Playing through these scenes, I imagine that many gamers might raise an eyebrow at the supposed “realism” of the game. Surely this level of violence between police and outlaws is wildly exaggerated?
Not as much as one might expect. Just months after Saint Denis’s 1899 fictional firefights, an even more shocking and painfully real hail of bullets took place in New Orleans. Over five days in July of 1900, a lone gunman killed seven people, four of them officers of the New Orleans Police Department, before he himself was shot in a standoff against an armed crowd numbering in the thousands. In their outrage at the police killings, roaming mobs killed at least six more innocent bystanders and beat countless others. In terms of spectacle and shock, the real bloodshed of 1900 equaled that of the fictive bloodletting of 1899. Yet if Red Dead Redemption II’s violence was the result of high-stakes robberies, the events of July 1900 were entangled with the most pressing social dilemmas of the day. The lone gunman was a Black man taking a violent stand against Jim Crow exclusion and the engrained racism of the city’s police department; the bloodthirsty mobs were white and its victims were Black.
At the center of the drama was a man named Robert Charles. Charles had been born in Mississippi directly after the end of the Civil War, making him about thirty-five years old in 1900. The son of formerly enslaved parents, Charles grew up in the tumultuous years of Reconstruction. Coming of age in Mississippi, he saw Black southerners make tremendous advances all around him, gaining political and civil rights unimaginable a generation earlier. Yet he also saw vicious white violence against his larger community, as the Ku Klux Klan and then Mississippi’s “redeemers” overthrew Reconstruction and reclaimed white rule at the end of a bayonet. And in the decade leading up to the violence of 1900, Charles would have seen the steady erosion of his rights as an American. In 1890, while he still lived in Mississippi, he would have lost the right to vote for the first time. Then, after he moved to New Orleans in search of work and a brighter future, he lost his political voice a second time in 1898, when Louisiana amended its constitution to disfranchise Black men. Charles thus lived through one of the most difficult periods of African American history. As the legendary Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois wrote of these trying years: “the slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.”8
On July 23, 1900, a warm evening, Charles was sitting on a stoop on Dryades Street in uptown New Orleans alongside his nineteen-year-old roommate, Leonard Pierce. The men were waiting for Charles’s girlfriend, Virginia Banks, who lived around the corner. Though the men were quiet, around 11 p.m., three white policemen approached Charles and Pierce. The officers—Jules Aucoin, August Mora, and Joseph Cantrelle—began questioning what they were doing in the neighborhood, which was primarily white. When Robert Charles rose to stand, patrolman Mora grabbed him and reached for his police-issue billy club.
In the next split second, Robert Charles stood at a crossroads. How would he respond to this unwarranted police aggression? We can only guess as to what flashed through his mind when the police arrived to accost him and Pierce, as he left no written manifesto and would not live past the end of the week. But these guesses might help shed light on his subsequent actions.
First, we know that Charles was a vocal critic of white supremacy and the rising tide of Jim Crow. In fact, Charles made his living selling “emigrationist” literature, pamphlets and brochures that advertised one-way steamship passage to Africa, particularly the independent nation of Liberia. Seeing little prospect for a brighter future in the U.S., Charles believed that his future and that of his people lay across the Atlantic. Second, we know that Charles was a believer in armed resistance to white violence. Though he was not a military man, Charles had significant experience using firearms. He owned both a Winchester rifle and a pistol, the latter of which he was carrying on the evening of July 23 with a cartridge belt strapped around his waist. Not only did he know how to use them, he also knew how to craft ammunition for them at home. In this commitment to armed self-defense, Charles was not alone in the Black community. Many of his neighbors similarly looked to the rifle above their fireplace as a guardian of their rights. Lastly, we know that Charles had little love for the New Orleans Police Department. He knew all too well about the operation of the convict lease system and feared that his apprehension by the police would almost certainly lead to weeks if not months of virtual slavery on the streetside chain gangs of the city. “Charles used to say,” one of his friends noted, “that he never would be arrested.”9
All of this helps to understand why Robert Charles took the drastic steps that he did when patrolman Mora lunged at him on that warm New Orleans evening. Before the officer could reach him, he quickly drew his pistol and fired, striking Mora in the leg and hand. Charles then fled the scene, but not before Mora returned fire, hitting Charles in the leg. Trailing blood, Charles ran several blocks to his home in the back-of-town, where he tended to his wounds and retrieved his Winchester. Some four hours later, around 3 a.m., the police succeeded in following the trail of blood to his building, where a squad of policemen came to search the premises and arrest the culprit. But when the police entered his hallway, Charles opened fire at them with his rifle, killing two officers instantly and nearly striking a third. Before the shocked police could outnumber him, Robert Charles fled a second time, disappearing into the night.10
At this point, word of Charles’s assault began spreading like wildfire throughout New Orleans. Black residents fled the streets as vengeful white mobs began forming in several neighborhoods. Numbering in the thousands and far too large for the understaffed police to control even if city leaders had wanted them to, the mobs then embarked upon a bloody crusade. One might imagine that the intent of the crowd was to find and punish Robert Charles, but that was not their primary motivation. In fact, the mobs steered clear of the back-of-town neighborhoods where Charles lived and was likely hiding, primarily because here the white rioters would have been outgunned by Black residents. Instead, the goal of the mob was to violently enforce the budding regime of Jim Crow and symbolically reclaim the city as a white space. The largest mobs gathered in mixed neighborhoods where Black residents were a minority. Yelling “catch any n***** that you can,” the jeering mob pulled Black men from streetcars, which were not yet segregated in 1900, and beat and killed them. They fired shots into the homes of Black residents. Later in the week, they burned down the Thomy Lafon School, one of the city’s premier Black educational establishments. This violence continued several nights in a row while Charles was on the lam. By the end, mobs had murdered six Black residents and injured dozens more.11
Charles evaded the police manhunt for three days, sheltered by sympathetic neighbors. But after receiving a tip that Charles was hiding at 1208 Saratoga Street, in the back-of-town, the NOPD dispatched a unit to arrest or kill him. Yet Charles would not give himself up without a fight. What followed on the afternoon of July 27 would surpass any firefight in Red Dead Redemption II. As the police scoured the premises, Charles hid in a small outbuilding behind the main residence. When two officers approached his hiding spot, he burst forth with his Winchester blazing, leaving one policeman dead and another mortally wounded and setting the stage for a final standoff. The sound of gunfire attracted a vast armed mob, determined to kill Charles now that his location had been discovered. For the next two hours, a crowd of somewhere between five and ten thousand whites surrounded 1208 Saratoga and fired thousands of rounds at the structure, riddling it with so many bullet holes that one newspaper described it looking like a “sieve.”
Yet Charles held them at bay. During the two-hour siege, he shot twelve more people in the crowd, killing three. Charles seemed invincible—until the crowd doused a mattress in oil, set it aflame, and heaved it into the building. The smoke and heat accomplished what thousands of gunmen had not: it drove Charles out of the building in hopes of a desperate escape. It was here that he met his end, shot down by a member of the “citizens’ police” that the city had recruited to capture Charles. But Charles’s death did not end the violence. The crowd now fell upon the corpse, which was, according to one newspaper, “shot, kicked and beaten almost out of semblance to humanity.” This ritual mutilation closely resembled lynchings like that of Sam Hose, just a year earlier.12
By nightfall of July 27, 1900, the smoke finally began to clear from New Orleans. In the past four days, the city had witnessed an explosion of violence that was shocking both in its scale and human toll. The riots of 1900 eclipsed the van der Linde gang’s fictional battle with police in 1899, both in terms of participants and sheer carnage. Yet unlike the game’s violence, which stems solely from a botched robbery and says little about the social fabric of the city, the bloodshed of 1900 was bound up with the towering dilemma of the day: would Black southerners consent to the budding Jim Crow regime of exclusion and domination? Robert Charles offered a firm answer to that question, arguing not with words but with bullets. His revolt would not succeed in slowing Jim Crow’s ascent—but it illustrated that Black southerners were not passive victims in this tragedy. And it revealed that when bullets flew in the 1890s South, they did not do so by accident or at random. War, wrote the German military strategist Carl von Clausewitz, is simply politics by other means. New Orleans was no exception.
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Votes for Women
It would be an understatement to say that Rockstar Games has had a controversial reputation regarding its representation of women. This is due not to the Red Dead Redemption games but to the best-selling Grand Theft Auto franchise, which has become infamous for its risqué subject matter. In the GTA games, women appear overwhelmingly as sexual objects to be taken by player-controlled male characters. Unsurprisingly, this has prompted countless accusations of sexism and misogyny over the past two decades, many of them justified.
To the great frustration of its critics, all of this has had a minimal impact on Grand Theft Auto sales, which surged upward in spite of (or perhaps because of) these controversies. But it seems to me that Rockstar has grown uncomfortable with this reputation and is actively seeking to rehabilitate it. Exhibit A in the evidence is Red Dead Redemption II, which takes a dramatically different tack on questions of gender and representation. Gone are the seamy brothels, cheap nudity, and the possibility, as in GTA, of hiring sex workers, despite the grim reality of late-nineteenth-century prostitution rings. Instead, Arthur Morgan works and lives alongside a slew of richly textured female characters who transcend stereotype. “Damsels in distress” are hard to find among the cunning, capable, and ambitious women in the game—perhaps best exemplified by Sadie Adler, the battle-hardened female counterpart to Morgan.
Red Dead Redemption II’s women are not only defined by their thoughts and actions but also by their politics. As Arthur Morgan travels the West and South, he encounters multiple suffragists—women publicly advocating for the right to vote—whose campaign was indeed coming to a crescendo in the America of 1899. “Why am I not treated as a citizen?” one suffragist implores to listeners on the sidewalk in Saint Denis. Vocal feminists are not just side-stage bit players in this game: they have a place in the main storyline. In the plantation town of Rhodes, Morgan runs into a group of a dozen or so white women planning a protest wagon train through the main thoroughfare. Though initially hesitant, Morgan agrees to be their driver and escorts the singing, picket-waving group to the steps of the courthouse, where angry, drunken white men seek to intimidate them with barely veiled threats of violence. The game’s rendition of the suffragists is inarguably sympathetic, especially in contrast to their boorish antagonists.
Yet in their inclusion of feminist women and gender politics, Rockstar Games inadvertently set the stage for a controversy that would nearly eclipse earlier criticism of Grand Theft Auto. A few weeks after Red Dead Redemption II’s fall 2018 release, an anonymous YouTube troll named Shirrako posted a homemade video titled “Red Dead Redemption 2—Beating Up Annoying Feminist.” It captured footage of a player physically assaulting an advocate of women’s suffrage, binding her, and feeding her to an alligator. The video—alongside the millions of clickbait views from kindred trolls—sparked a fiery backlash against the developer. With major media outlets reporting on how the game allowed women to become “viral punching bag[s] for misogynists,” many folks outside of the gaming world would likely wonder: had Rockstar taken their misogyny to a new level? Having played nearly two hundred hours of this game as a trained historian, I can assure readers that’s not the case. Indeed, what was rarely remarked upon during the media blitz in 2018 was the game’s unexpected foregrounding of the American suffrage movement, a historical topic that is typically not found in digital gaming. Of course, in a game that grants players a wide degree of choice in their actions (and their violence), Rockstar confronted a difficult dilemma of the gaming world: the social justice ambitions of any developer can easily be warped by the lowest common denominator of its users—especially those with a YouTube or Twitch account.1
With the world’s spotlight trained upon the game’s portrayal of suffragists and feminists, it’s only fair that we devote a chapter to analyze how well Red Dead Redemption II captures the real-life dilemmas that divided men and women in 1899. In the following pages, we will explore the backstory that set the stage for 1899, the particular landscape of women’s suffrage that year, and where the movement would head in the two decades following. We’ll also emphasize the southern wing of the movement. After all, the game did not set the suffrage crusade in the West (where it had already won major victories, as we’ll learn), but in the South, where it faced a difficult fight—and one that was uniquely southern.
Nineteenth-century American women had much to protest. For starters, before the Civil War, hundreds of thousands of them were literally enslaved. But white women also encountered chains of dependence. Not only were they denied any formal political participation, but also, thanks to the English common law principle of “coverture,” married women did not have a legal identity separate from their husbands. This meant, for example, that married women could not own property on their own; it legally belonged to their husbands. All of this narrowed women’s horizons significantly. Excluded from nearly all higher education and decent-paying work, women were shoehorned into lives that revolved around childbearing and child-raising.2
But in the 1830s and 1840s, there erupted a frenzied push for change. Thousands of women poured their lives into three kindred reform campaigns that would have sweeping impacts. First was the antislavery movement, where women often served as the ground troops. Second was the temperance movement, aiming at curbing drinking and drunkenness. Americans drank an obscene amount in the early nineteenth century, more than twice as much as today per capita. This meant that many folks spent their days in a drunken stupor, and women often bore the brunt of this through domestic violence and men’s lost wages. Last, of course, was the push for women’s legal and political rights. The suffrage movement was inseparable from the first two. This was made obvious at the first major gathering of women’s rights activists, at Seneca Falls, New York, in July 1848. The three hundred or so women and men who gathered for this convention were veterans of all three crusades. Led by the well-to-do Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the Seneca Falls attendees drafted a manifesto damning the “absolute tyranny” of men over women. Their solution to this injustice was simple: that women claim “their sacred right to the elective franchise”—that is, the vote.3
Of course, achieving that goal was no easy prospect, and the following decade saw frustrations and disappointments. But with the bloodshed of the Civil War and the death knell of slavery, American women saw a tremendous window of opportunity. As Reconstruction dawned, and as Republican politicians argued that Black men be included within the tent of American citizenship, women escalated earlier claims that they too were deserving of equality at the voting booth. Especially in the late 1860s, as Congress and then the states debated the Fifteenth Amendment, which would forbid the denial of suffrage based on race, color, or previous condition of servitude, female reformers fought doggedly to add “sex” to that list. “When the constitutional door is open,” wrote Stanton during Reconstruction, women should “avail ourselves of the strong arm and blue uniform of the Black soldier [and] walk in by his side.” This was the best chance the suffragists had, and they intended to seize the moment.4
They would be sorely disappointed. In the view of the white Republican men drafting Reconstruction policy, including women was too much, too soon. “This hour belongs to the Negro,” Republican abolitionist Wendell Phillips chided the suffragists. As he and his ilk saw it, America was not ready for two simultaneous reforms. This rejection and exclusion was heartbreaking and infuriating to women’s rights advocates. That fury often took on a racist tone. In 1868, Elizabeth Cady Stanton angrily wrote a friend of the cold shoulder women were receiving in the voting rights debate: “Think of Sambo [a derogatory term for a Black enslaved man] who does not know the difference between a Monarchy and a Republic, who never read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s spelling book, making laws for Lydia Maria Child and Lucretia Mott,” educated white women like herself. The disdain and derision are obvious. Racism was everywhere in American society, even among the frustrated women’s suffragists.5
With their bitter exclusion from the Fifteenth Amendment, most women’s suffrage advocates grimly concluded that getting an amendment to the U.S. constitution was unlikely in the near future. So they switched gears. Instead of seeking a blanket solution for the entire country, suffragists decided to work on a state-by-state level, since it was individual states who set the rules for who could vote within their jurisdiction. And in fact, in 1869, the same year that women failed to be included in the Fifteenth Amendment, they gained the vote in the very first corner of the United States: Wyoming. That year, the territory of Wyoming—it would not become a state until 1890—granted women the right to vote in territorial and local elections. Today, one rarely associates Wyoming with women’s suffrage; why not put that on a license plate instead of a bucking bronco? Yet the explanation behind it was not particularly surprising. In 1869, of the 8,059 people who called Wyoming home, only 1,409 were women—being as it was little more than a ragtag collection of mining and ranching outposts—and Wyoming leaders hoped that women’s suffrage would solve their demographic ills by making their territory seem more attractive to female settlers.6
In the coming decades, suffragists led their fight at the state level. By 1883, Utah and Washington had joined the fold. By the fateful year of 1899, when Red Dead Redemption II is set, Colorado and Idaho had also enfranchised women voters. But the Wyoming pattern continued, as these were all western states with highly imbalanced populations. In the rest of the country, the going was tough, and particularly so in the East. In the five years before and after 1899, a slew of eastern states had considered the question of women’s suffrage, including Georgia, North Carolina, Massachusetts, Vermont, Maine, and Rhode Island. In each, male voters had steadfastly rejected the option.7
What made the East Coast so inhospitable to women’s suffrage at the turn of the century? Let’s consider the North and South separately, because the context differed in each. In the soot-stained industrial hub of the Northeast, two obstacles loomed. First was the entrenched system of machine politics in the Gilded Age. This was the world of political bosses who commanded working-class votes and rewarded their support with patronage, the “you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours” approach to politics. These urban bosses, usually Democrats, held a tight grip on power in many key cities, and many saw the advent of women voters as potentially destabilizing their rule. Women, playing to male stereotypes, often pitched their suffrage arguments around their inherent “purity,” cleanliness, and immunity to corruption, none of which sounded particularly appetizing to the crooked bosses of New York or Philadelphia.8
The second northeastern obstacle was the power of organized booze. Breweries, distilleries, saloons, and bars, along with the masses of men who patronized them, saw in women’s suffrage a mortal threat. Because of the tight historic link between temperance and suffrage, many drinkers and manufacturers of drink envisioned women as unanimously allied against the liquor lobby. As a result, they banded together and resisted suffrage in life-or-death terms. Ironically, this bond between women and temperance was never as tight as imagined. Not only did some women drink, but the passage of Prohibition with the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919 in fact preceded the triumph of women’s suffrage in the Nineteenth Amendment, ratified in 1920. Temperance had many male allies too.
Temperance and machine politics explain much of the Northeast’s resistance to the suffrage crusade. But what of the Deep South? After all, Red Dead Redemption II chose to set their suffragists in the fictional southern state of Lemoyne. I’m glad they did, because a suffrage march in West Elizabeth or New Austin, in the game’s western region, would have been far less historically appropriate, since suffragists had already won many key battles in the West by 1899. The game shines by showcasing the suffrage movement and the fierce resistance to it in the context of the South, where women’s rights activists faced unique challenges.
In the South, white men were often die-hard critics of women’s suffrage, and they voted consistently against it around the turn of the century. Yet the motivations behind this southern resistance were different from the urban, industrial context of the Northeast. Red Dead Redemption II nicely captures the southern contours of the suffrage battle in an unexpectedly sharp monologue from Beau Gray, one of the key NPCs Arthur Morgan encounters in Lemoyne. Beau is the coddled son of the wealthy Gray family, whose plantation sprawls across the state. Unlike his retrograde cousins and uncles, Beau is somewhat of a liberal: a writer, a dreamer, and most importantly, the suitor of Penelope Braithwaite, organizer of the fateful suffrage wagon train through Rhodes. After that protest, Beau ruminates on the reluctance of southern elites to entertain the prospect of women’s equality. As he claims, “Around here, they don’t even like men voting! They’d bring back the monarchy if given half a chance!”
Perhaps Beau’s observation is meant as comic relief, since he’s usually presented in the game as a head-in-the-clouds fool. But his words speak to the uniquely southern resistance to women’s voting. Why do I elevate hapless Beau Gray to the rank of historian? Consider this. Women’s suffrage proposed a major overhaul of who could vote within the South. It focused tremendous public attention on questions of who was eligible for political participation. That attention was highly unwanted by white elites in the southern Democratic Party. Why? Well, let’s recall that right around the turn of the century, those same folks had just pushed through a patently unconstitutional overhaul of voting rights—not to expand the franchise but to restrict it. Just recently, millions of Black and poor white men had been barred from southern voting booths.
Therefore, if southern states were to allow women to vote, it would raise uncomfortable questions: could Black women vote? And indeed, shouldn’t Black men be voting in the first place? Considering that the ink was barely dry on the disfranchisement bills of the 1890s, white elites were very anxious that any rocking of the boat could scrap the entire exploitative regime they had just put in place. They were especially worried that Washington would override state-level restrictions on voting rights, unleashing a second Reconstruction that would undo Jim Crow and threaten the power of the white-dominated Democratic Party.9
So when Beau Gray’s red-faced cousins and uncles are screaming at the women by the courthouse, it’s not just because they are misogynists and don’t see women as equals (though both are undeniably true). It’s that they see a grave threat to their political house of cards. It’s impossible to understand the South’s resistance to the suffrage crusade without understanding its tight link to the recently installed regime of Jim Crow disfranchisement.
Therefore, from the perspective of 1899, the national fight for women’s votes looked uncertain at best. Yet the next twenty years would bring a tremendous surge of energy and enthusiasm that would vault the campaign to unexpected heights. Remember that the original dream of the suffragists had been a federal amendment on voting rights, which was shut out in the cold during Reconstruction-era debates over the Fifteenth Amendment. And for decades after, this dream of federal action had felt elusive and unlikely. But in the early twentieth century, with renewed optimism, suffragists once again placed Washington, D.C., at center stage. The 1910s provided the vital tipping point. During that decade, reform energies ran high across the nation, and women’s sacrifices during World War I helped tilt public opinion toward suffrage. In June of 1919, Congress approved the Nineteenth Amendment, which declared that no states may discriminate on the basis of sex in determining voting rights.10
But if you know anything about American civics, you know that congressional approval of a constitutional amendment is just the beginning. Next, three-quarters of the states must vote to ratify the measure, or it fails to become law. Therefore, in 1919 and 1920, the stage was set for a dramatic national referendum on women’s rights. And in this struggle, many of the old regional peculiarities would re-emerge. Once again, we will see Beau Gray’s wise words about the South’s unique opposition to women’s voting ring true.
For the Nineteenth Amendment to become federal law, suffragists had to win over at least some southern states, or their campaign was politically doomed. However, white male southern voters remained hostile. Many claimed that it was a principle of states’ rights over federal power. Of course, just as had been true of the slavery debate, it was about states’ rights to regulate questions of race and inequality. The national leaders of the suffrage movement, who were often white, well-to-do northern women, were quick to recognize this uniquely southern opposition to the Nineteenth Amendment. And to overcome it, they made a devil’s bargain to win support in the region. They began a vocal crusade to reassure white southern voters that a federal amendment wouldn’t allow Black women to vote. To achieve a political voice for white women, they betrayed their Black sisters.
Consider the case of Alice Paul. A well-to-do, white New Jersey native, Paul had been one of the foremost leaders of the 1910s struggle for a federal amendment, from her leadership posts in the National American Woman Suffrage Association and then the National Woman’s Party. She has long been celebrated as an American feminist heroine, which indeed she was. But in her pursuit of the vote, Paul was willing to make some noxious bargains—and one of those regarded race in the South. When campaigning for the amendment in South Carolina in 1919, Paul assured white voters that their dominance was not under question. “Negro men cannot vote in South Carolina,” she told the press, “and therefore Negro women could not if women were to vote in the nation. We are organizing white women in the South.”11
Such reassurances were insufficient for most Deep South states, which remained opposed to the Nineteenth Amendment. But it was enough to peel away a few crucial states. Texas, Arkansas, and finally Tennessee—each would break with the South during 1920 and vote in favor of suffrage. Tennessee cast the final vote in August of 1920, becoming the 36th state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment, thus making it federal law. Cue the fireworks and confetti. The dream of women’s political equality had been fulfilled. Yet to get there, white women organizers had made some revolting compromises that would haunt their legacies.
Whether they liked it or not, southerners now had to abide by the new federal law. In states from Mississippi to South Carolina and beyond, white women began to cast ballots after 1920. Black women would not join their ranks. Thanks to the devil’s bargain that white suffragists had made, white southern elites were able to sail the ship of Jim Crow through the choppy waters of suffrage reform. It would not be until some forty-five years later, in the mid-1960s, that Black southern women and men would earn the same freedom that their white sisters had.
As a final postscript to the story, consider this. After the Nineteenth Amendment’s ratification in 1920, all states had to abide by its mandate. Yet the remaining one-quarter of American states that had not voted for ratification before 1920 still had the symbolic task of approving the amendment at the state level. Such a vote had no legal impact, of course, as the amendment was already federal law, but it did provide a barometer of local support for the measure. Northern states like Connecticut and Vermont moved to do so rapidly, approving the amendment by 1923. In many southern states, however, symbolic opposition to the amendment held out longer—much longer. It was not until the 1950s that Alabama and Virginia voted to approve. It was not until the 1960s that Louisiana, Georgia, Florida, and the Carolinas did so. And it was not until 1984, after sixty-four years of women’s voting, that the state of Mississippi ratified the Nineteenth Amendment. Ah, Mississippi. The first state to add the Confederate battle flag to its state flag, and the last to symbolically approve votes for women. Beau Gray, Red Dead Redemption II’s resident southern liberal, would certainly have chuckled at this dubious honor.12
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The Appalachian Myth
“Respectful.” “Thoughtful.” “Sensitive.” “Defying of stereotype.” These are just some of the glowing words that I have used in this book to describe Red Dead Redemption II’s depictions of America’s complex human landscape of 1899. More often than not, the game’s characters are multifaceted and dynamic, not just flat clichés stemming from their race, sex, class, or regional background. Rockstar Games resists the recycling of tired myths, instead blazing a new trail in pop-culture history.
That is—until the van der Linde gang pitches its final camp in the southern mountains, found on the game map in the New Hanover locations of Roanoke Ridge, Butcher Creek, and Annesburg. Here, Red Dead Redemption II drags from the vault nearly every stale stereotype of the region often called “Appalachia.” This is hardly new to Rockstar; since the original Grand Theft Auto games, the developers have lampooned poor white southerners as routine comic relief. They’re not alone in doing so, of course. Even as the American public has grown more sensitive in recent years to displays of discrimination and bias, there remains an underlying opinion that the mockery of poor, rural whites, particularly from the southern mountains, is the “last acceptable prejudice,” as one magazine put it.1
Nearly all the negative stereotypes of white southern mountain people are on display in the game’s fictional Appalachia. Most obvious is the stark poverty of the place. The mountain village of Butcher Creek is little more than a set of ramshackle shanties, populated by sickly white residents whose beards are long, overalls in tatters, and shoes notably absent. The region is also portrayed as backward and isolated, sheltered from the winds of change. “We don’t take kindly to strangers around here!” is the hostile welcome Arthur receives. Butcher Creek’s residents bear archaic names like Obediah and Lemuel, and speak a strange antiquated English unheard elsewhere in the game.
In their actions, the game’s mountain people are alternately dopey buffoons or violent fiends. On one hand, they are superstitious, gullible, and easily deceived, like the cowering Butcher Creek villagers who mistake rabid dogs for haunting demons. On the other, they are murderous monsters, as best illustrated by the rival mountain gang, the Murfree Brood, a bunch of gleefully sadistic “inbred bastards”—in Arthur’s words—who seem to delight in torture and slaughter. These backwoods barbarians could have been airlifted from the 1972 hit film Deliverance, where cackling good-old-boys terrorize city-slicker tourists in the southern mountains. Indeed, the game explicitly alludes to this infamous film and its “dueling banjos” scene. On a porch in Butcher Creek, a deformed beast of a man sits and plucks a banjo as Arthur approaches.
In its fictional portrayal of the southern mountains in 1899, Red Dead Redemption II recycles much of what I will call the “Appalachian hillbilly myth.” That myth is simple: that the people of the southern mountains are poor, backward, and different because of their geographic isolation, their disconnection from history, and their degeneracy. In this chapter we’ll discover that much of that myth is pure fabrication. But if so much of it is wrong, why has it been endlessly recycled? To answer this, we’ll examine the origins of the myth in the 1890s, and how, despite its hollowness, it has had such remarkable staying power.
Americans haven’t always mocked and derided the people of the southern mountains. Indeed, during much of the 1800s, white Americans across the nation romanticized rugged frontiersmen like Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett as brave adventurers carving civilization out of the wilderness. Coonskin hats were a mark of distinction, not shame. Then, during and after the Civil War, northern observers celebrated southern mountain whites as loyal unionists opposed to secession and rebellion (even when the story was more complicated). And perhaps most revealingly, many of the negative epithets for mountain people common today did not exist during the 1800s. The word “hillbilly” cannot be found in print once during the nineteenth century.2
In the closing years of that century, however, things began to change. If we want to uncover the “ground zero” moment when the Appalachian hillbilly myth began to take shape, we need to look at the very year in which Red Dead Redemption II is set: 1899. In March of that year, the highbrow New York magazine the Atlantic Monthly published an article that went viral by the standards of its day. It was titled “Our Contemporary Ancestors in the Southern Mountains.” The author of the essay, William Goodell Frost, was not a native of the mountains. Far from it: he was a well-to-do New York reformer, educated at Oberlin College in Ohio. But he did have firsthand experience of the region. By 1899, he had lived seven years in eastern Kentucky, serving as the president of Berea College, an institution devoted to “uplifting” the poor people of the mountains. In his Atlantic essay, which was aimed at northern, educated, urban readers like himself, Frost coined a name for the southern highlands that would stick: “Appalachian America,” after the mountain range that serves as its spine. But more importantly, Frost advanced an argument about what defined that region, and why northern city dwellers should care about it.3
According to Frost, what defined “Appalachian America” was its near-total isolation from the broader currents of American civilization. After white Europeans settled the mountains soon after the Revolutionary War, argued Frost, they “unconsciously stepped aside from the great avenues of commerce and of thought,” entering a “Rip Van Winkle sleep.” The mighty revolutions in technology and commerce of the 1800s, such as the railroad, the telegraph, and corporate capitalism, were distant and unknown in the mountains, he claimed. Sheltered by a rugged topography and uninterested in the world beyond, mountain people, or so Frost’s argument went, were essentially unchanged since the days of George Washington, preserved in amber as “contemporary ancestors.”
Such isolation made “these primitive folk” seem otherworldly to Frost’s 1899 eyes. Blending sympathy and condescension, he catalogued their characteristics. There was their “rude dialect”—what Frost described as a quaint English unchanged from distant centuries, with “hit” and “haint” instead of “it” and “isn’t.” There was their Bible-thumping Christianity, an arena in which they have “distinctly degenerated” from civilized practice. And there was their bloody dueling and feuding culture; Frost lamented that “the people of this region have not yet grasped the decidedly modern notion of the sacredness of life.” But most of all, Frost emphasized their material poverty: their “sorry clothing,” their “scarcity of money,” their “barbarous” backwardness. Frost found this condition nearly humorous: “When a mountain maid speaks of her ‘wheel’ she does not refer to a bicycle”—a symbol of modernity in 1899—“but to the spinning wheel of our ancestors.” Such anachronisms must have brought hearty chuckles from his northern urban readers.
You might imagine that the sole purpose of Frost’s essay was to demean the mountain people he lived among. Indeed, the tone of “Our Contemporary Ancestors” often bordered on mockery. But disparaging laughter was not Frost’s only goal. No—he wanted to persuade his well-heeled audience that the people of “Appalachian America” held immeasurable value for America as a whole. “They are part and parcel of the nation,” Frost insisted, “and their place in it and their future are topics of general concern.” This might seem surprising, given the condescension of the piece. And to understand his assertion of Appalachia’s importance, we need to grapple with the context in which he was writing.
First off, there was the question of immigration and white “purity.” As we already know from earlier chapters, the United States of 1899 had a large immigrant population, proportionately greater than that of 2020. American cities, particularly in the northeast, were crowded with Irish, Italians, Russians, Greeks, European Jews, and more, many of whom had recently arrived. This rapid diversification of American life made many old-stock white Americans uncomfortable—particularly the so-called WASPs, or white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, the camp to which Frost and most of his Atlantic Monthly readers belonged. They saw in their new neighbors a cultural threat and a dilution of what they believed was their own “pure” whiteness. Frost was well-versed in such anxieties, and positioned the southern mountains as a blessing for the WASP demographic crisis. “Appalachian America has received no foreign immigration,” Frost noted, and the “ancestry of the mountain folk” is “almost wholly Revolutionary and British.” What better reason for the old-money New York elite to embrace the southern mountaineer than to make common cause in their British-descended whiteness?
Yet there was a second way that Frost pitched Appalachia’s supposed isolation and backwardness as a national treasure. Here, he played to what I earlier called “the great American identity crisis.” Think back to our early chapters, when we explored how in 1893 the young historian Frederick Jackson Turner touched a national nerve with his declaration of a closed frontier. In the era when both Turner and Frost were writing, many affluent, educated, urban white men—i.e., the primary readership of Atlantic Monthly—worried that America was losing its way. Particularly, they fretted that men like themselves were no longer “real men” at all. The word of the day was “overcivilization”: a worrisome, emasculating (and entirely imagined) condition brought on by urbanization and the dawn of office work, a supposedly tamed frontier, and three decades without war.
To these anxious 1899 readers, Frost delivered a neat solution. First off, “Appalachian America” remained a frontier, and one conveniently closer to New York than the Rockies. But better yet, the inhabitants of that region were living antidotes to “overcivilization.” Flinty, rugged, crude, and raw—the southern mountain man might be backward, but, in Frost’s words, “he has the unjaded nerves which the typical modern lacks.” Ironically, “backwardness” can also be imagined as a blessing, at least to skeptics of urban, industrial life. So, if the privileged New Yorker didn’t embrace the people of Appalachia for their pristine whiteness, then surely for their vigorous, masculine antithesis to urban decline?
Frost’s equally stinging and sympathetic portrayal of the southern mountains would resonate deeply among America’s urban elite. By speaking both to readers’ perceived sense of superiority and their anxieties about the modern world, Frost placed “Appalachian America” on the U.S. cultural landscape. And in the coming years and decades, his mythological view of what defined the southern mountains would replicate in viral fashion, yet without any of Frost’s nuance. A year later, in 1900, the word “hillbilly” made its first appearance in the press. It would not be the last. By the 1920s and thirties, the isolated, trapped-in-amber mountaineer had become a ubiquitous cultural icon in America. Cartoons like Al Capp’s Li’l Abner strip put the mythical unwashed, unlettered mountain man in the hands of readers of all classes and ages, and country music, first pioneered in the 1920s as “hillbilly” music, commercialized the formula for listeners. By the time The Beverly Hillbillies TV show debuted in the early 1960s, the Appalachian hillbilly myth was a well-worn American institution. Red Dead Redemption II’s shoeless and hapless mountain folk thus have more than a century of stereotype on which to draw.4
Like his contemporary Frederick Jackson Turner, Frost defined an American region for millions of his countrymen, and his interpretation would long outlive him. But as with Turner’s “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” the primary problem with “Our Contemporary Ancestors in the Southern Mountains” is that it is pretty much dead wrong. Not wrong in that there was material poverty and suffering in Appalachia in 1899; that was undeniable. But the gaping hole in Frost’s essay and the wider “hillbilly myth” is the argument that this poverty was the product of Appalachia’s isolation and disconnection from the rest of the nation and the world. The opposite was true: it was the exploitative connection and integration of the southern mountains with the nation after the Civil War that brought about the instability, violence, and material want that Frost catalogued in 1899. Since that might appear paradoxical at first, let’s spend the next few pages reviewing the basic history of the southern mountains from their settlement until the moment when Frost dropped in.
The original inhabitants of the southern mountains, of course, were Native peoples. In what is today northern Georgia, eastern Tennessee, eastern Kentucky, western North Carolina, western Virginia, and West Virginia, Native nations like the Cherokee, Shawnee, and Iroquois built vast, thriving societies. They were a diverse stew of humanity often at odds with one another, practicing distinct cultures and speaking different languages. Equally diverse were the Europeans who slowly began trickling into the region. Spanish explorers and conquerors came first, with the Hernando de Soto mission first mapping the mountains in the 1540s. Once the region fell under British control, the settler stream shifted toward English, enslaved Africans, Germans, and then predominantly Irish Protestants, who called themselves “Scots-Irish” to distinguish themselves from their Catholic neighbors, for whom they had little love or respect.5
What united all these European settlers was a hunger for the so-called “back country,” the mountain highlands and valleys that had been Native domain for centuries. During the 1700s, as white encroachment increased, violent conflict grew frequent, with skirmishes and massacres soaking the mountains in blood. To the English crown, such violence was bad business, upsetting stability, breaking treaties, and endangering commerce. Therefore, in 1763, the English colonial government drew a decisive line in the sand. In their Royal Proclamation of that year, they forbade whites from settling west of the crest of the Allegheny Mountains. Not surprisingly, it was one of the most widely hated imperial decrees among the colonists of the Eastern Seaboard.6
And soon enough, this line in the sand would be washed away by the American Revolution, a revolt that overturned the Crown’s policy of restriction and restraint. Indeed, hunger for off-limits western lands motivated many American colonists to pick up arms against the British Empire. The founding fathers of the United States recognized this and raffled off huge swaths of Appalachia during and after the Revolution to those loyal to their cause. However, the vast majority of these land grants did not go to humble foot soldiers. They went instead to men of means: gentleman officers and wealthy speculators who had led or bankrolled the fight for independence. These folks had minimal interest in settling the rugged mountains; they saw their titles as good investments, diversifying their portfolio of holdings for a future rainy day. George Washington was one of those beneficiaries; he acquired title to thirty thousand acres of mountain land in western Virginia. He was not alone. Between 1780 and 1810, 93 percent of what would later become West Virginia was deeded or sold to absentee landlords, usually planters or merchants.7
The triumph of the American Revolution therefore meant two things for Appalachia. First, the southern mountains were thrown open to further white encroachment upon Native holdings. Second, much of the legal title to this land lay with wealthy eastern elites. The hordes of white settlers flooding into the region after 1800 paid far more attention to the first fact than the second. Few of the Scots-Irish, English, and German settlers arriving in Appalachia in the early nineteenth century, most of whom were of modest means, paid much heed to either eastern legal authority or Native claims. Violent battles between white settlers and Indians spiked once again, and the new arrivals began lobbying Washington for help in “removing” Indigenous obstacles to their settlement. They found their patron saint in President Andrew Jackson, who in the 1830s violently uprooted the Cherokee from Georgia, Tennessee, and North Carolina, pushing tens of thousands of men, women, and children on a “Trail of Tears” to the Oklahoma territory much farther west. In the wake of this tragedy, settlers proudly declared southern Appalachia a “white man’s country.”8
What sort of society did these new settlers build in the mountains during the first half of the 1800s? In terms of demographics, Protestants descended from the British Isles predominated. Slavery was not uncommon, and 18 percent of Appalachian whites held enslaved people. But slavery didn’t provide the social or economic backbone of the region. Instead, antebellum Appalachia might best be understood as a peasant society. Americans don’t often think of themselves as having a peasantry in their past, but the social landscape of Appalachia before the Civil War bears some resemblance to the feudal European context in which the term was born. First off, many resided or squatted on land that was not legally theirs but belonged to a landlord, and often a distant one. Secondly, their household economies were oriented toward subsistence. Subsistence wasn’t the same as self-sufficiency, since just about all these folks relied upon markets and commerce to fill in gaps. But providing for the immediate needs of the family was the primary undertaking of most mountain settlers. Averse to the word “peasant,” Americans of the time called these folks “yeomen,” a word you might remember from our earlier chapters on the Deep South.9
The yeomen of the antebellum mountains did not live glamorously, but they didn’t live in hunger or poverty either. This was not the world that William Goodell Frost observed in 1899—or the Butcher Creek of Red Dead Redemption II. To feed their families, pre–Civil War yeomen grew corn, beans, and squash just as Indigenous people had done before them. But farming was a gamble in the rocky and sloping terrain, so families supplemented agriculture with grazing, hunting, foraging, and fishing. In doing so, the peasants of Appalachia were profoundly dependent on two institutions: the forest, and the commons—the name given to privately owned but publicly used lands. Very often the two were one and the same. Indeed, many thousands made their homes squatting on the commons. But it was the old-growth mountain forest, filled with majestic trees unimaginable in the eastern U.S. today, that served as the ecological base of prewar Appalachian society. It was in the forest that the yeoman’s hogs and cattle ranged; it was the wild flora and fauna of the forest that made up for farming’s caloric shortcomings. We shouldn’t overly romanticize this society. After all, it was built on land stolen from Native people just a few decades earlier. But like many other peasant societies around the world, it provided stability and sustenance to the humble people who called it home.10
The Civil War would sharply disrupt this stability. The coming of the war to the mountains in 1861 bitterly divided families, towns, and states. With slavery far less dominant in Appalachia than in the lowland South, fewer mountaineers were willing to risk their lives for its cause. However, it’s important to remember that antislavery sentiment here rarely meant pro-Black sympathies. But because all of Appalachia in 1861 lay in the “back yards” of powerful slaveholding states like Georgia, Virginia, or North Carolina, anti-secession mountain folks had little ability to slow the steamroller of Confederate revolt and were dragged along with it. But once the war began, a surprising portion of Appalachia rebelled against the rebellion. The most famous example was the dramatic breakaway of a new state called “West Virginia” from the landmass of Virginia in 1861, the effort of mountain unionists who did not wish to wage war against the United States. Elsewhere, wartime divisions within Appalachia degraded into bloody guerilla warfare between Confederate sympathizers and unionists, kicking off a cycle of internal violence that would long outlive the war.11
Perhaps most importantly, the turmoil of the war eroded much of Appalachia’s prior isolation and remoteness. If the mountains had inspired little interest from elites in the antebellum years, after the outbreak of war Appalachia gained tremendous strategic importance to both the Confederacy and the United States. Not only did the mountains become embattled borderlands between the two sides, but both armies grew obsessed with access to the region’s natural resources that might tilt the war in their favor: salt from the mines of western Virginia and eastern Kentucky, lead and iron in the Great Valley between the Blue Ridge and Allegheny Mountains, and timber from highland forests. Hunger for these resources prompted a wartime frenzy of railroad building into the mountains, linking up once-remote regions with the national economy.12
To the American peasants eking out a livelihood in Appalachia’s valleys and hollows, the Civil War was a disaster, bringing chaos and bloodshed to their once-stable world. It divided communities and sowed bitterness among neighbors and families, cutting wounds that would not scab over for generations. But most importantly, it began the work of integrating the region with both North and South—and such connections ignited a burning interest among outsiders in the vast natural wealth of the mountains. In the decades following the war, these initial sparks of interest would explode into an inferno of extraction, what I call the “scramble for Appalachia.” In this scramble, Appalachia’s livelihood would be aggressively funneled outward, at incalculable cost to its inhabitants.
No one knew this better than William Goodell Frost. On the final page of his influential essay from 1899, Frost admitted that the real reason Appalachia mattered was in how its natural bounty could fuel American industrial growth. “Ruthless change is knocking at the door of every mountain cabin,” Frost warned. “The lumber, coal, and minerals of the mountains,” he declared matter-of-factly, “is to be possessed.” In truth, the ruthless change he predicted had begun decades earlier, and the wealth of the mountains was already being torn out of the landscape. And what Frost did not understand, or perhaps chose to ignore, is that the scramble for Appalachia was the very thing creating the poverty he witnessed all around him. In the next chapter, we’ll explore precisely how this came to pass.
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The Scramble for Appalachia
As Arthur Morgan traverses the rugged landscape of Butcher Creek, Annesburg, and Roanoke Ridge—Red Dead Redemption II’s southern Appalachia—he is surrounded by the clichés and stereotypes of the “Appalachian hillbilly myth.” He sees poverty, ignorance, and the cultural “otherness” that so many Americans ascribe to the southern mountains, both today and historically. Much of the game’s mountain landscape could have been airlifted from the imagination of William Goodell Frost, the self-appointed Appalachia expert from New York.
But not all of it. Indeed, through Arthur’s eyes, we also see another landscape more rooted in reality than myth. We see a plundered landscape, scarred by the vast effort to harness Appalachia’s natural wealth and siphon it outward. Before Arthur reaches any of the cities or towns in the region, he sees acres upon acres of bare tree stumps, each a silent testimony to a once-vibrant forest. In Annesburg, the game’s urban mountain hub, Arthur sees dark smoke rising from the smelting and refining furnaces of the Jameson Mining and Coal Company, owned by none other than Leviticus Cornwall, the robber baron the gang came to know and hate in the West. And in the soot-blackened faces of the workers streaming out of the Annesburg No. 2 coal mine, he sees the grim desperation of people with no other options.
This alternate Appalachia, sitting uncomfortably alongside the stereotypical hillbilly Appalachia, is what rescues Rockstar’s credibility in historical recreation. Indeed, if the game developer had solely stuck with Obediah the shoeless mountain man as its stand-in for southern Appalachia, it would have been a disappointment, not to mention a butchering of history. But Red Dead Redemption II’s plundered landscape of 1899 sheds light on a sweeping metamorphosis that was permanently refiguring the southern mountains at the very moment Arthur Morgan rides in: what I call the “scramble for Appalachia.”
Why that name? In the late 1800s, European powers like England, France, and Germany tripped over each other in a frenzied effort to carve up the African continent, claim colonies, and funnel their wealth to Europe. Well, this greedy free-for-all or “scramble” wasn’t confined to Africa. From the 1870s to the 1920s, a kindred transformation took place in the southern mountains of the United States. In what was once a neglected backwater, America’s most powerful corporations discovered immense natural wealth. And in their relentless pursuit of that wealth, often aided by federal and state governments, these external powers would tear apart the social and ecological fabric of Appalachia. The scramble would destroy the peasantry and their way of life, and it would amplify patterns of bloodshed and violence that the Civil War had sparked. And more than anything else, it would fuel the creation of the “hillbilly myth” that William Goodell Frost institutionalized. Just as the American West had been violently harnessed, so too would the southern mountains. This chapter explores the drama and tragedy of that process.
Paving the way to the scramble were the railroads, which would serve as the open veins of extraction. Before the Civil War, the South as a whole lagged in rail construction, and this was especially so in Appalachia, thanks to the simple reality that railroads and mountain terrain don’t mix well, or at least, not without considerable expense. The military necessities of the Civil War fostered rapid rail construction in the mountains, but such experiments paled in comparison to what would come next. Beginning in the 1870s, the same railroad tycoons who were overseeing the locomotive’s conquest of the West turned toward Appalachia, madly laying thousands of miles of track. Collis P. Huntington, whom you may remember as a member of the California-based Big Four, was one of them. Huntington, West Virginia, the second-largest city in the state today, still bears his name.1
What prompted millionaire industrialists like Huntington to place Appalachia in their crosshairs? Not philanthropy or charity, but profit. The tycoons bet fortunes that soon enough the railcars departing the southern mountains would be heavily laden—not with passengers but with the raw materials that made industrial America tick. They were not wrong.
The very first such commodity weighing down mountain freight cars was lumber. At the time of the Civil War, the southern mountains were home to one of the vastest and oldest forests in North America. More than ten million acres of oak, walnut, maple, pines, and more: it was a sight to behold. Two-thirds of the state of West Virginia in 1870, for example, was covered in old-growth forest. These weren’t trees as you might see today in the national parks of the eastern mountains. They were behemoths, hundreds upon hundreds of years old, whose height and girth fell short only of western redwoods. Though small-scale timbering had been a commercial pursuit in Appalachia for decades, it was limited to river traffic, where loggers would float felled trees downstream. The penetration of railroads into the mountains changed all of that. Suddenly it was possible to ship timber from secluded highland forests to America’s wood-hungry cities and towns. And that hunger was unusually pronounced after the Civil War, as by that time American loggers had exhausted the forests of the northeast and Great Lakes. Appalachia looked like the solution to America’s growing wood famine.2
Of course, these forests were not empty. They provided the ecological backbone for thousands of yeoman communities, though these residents’ legal claim to the forest was weak. Squatting and commons use were rampant, and legal title was often hazy and uncertain. For several generations, eastern absentee owners had given little thought to the subsistence use of their lands by humble settlers. But with the possibility of converting “their” forests into quick cash, these owners grew increasingly committed to securing their lands for commercial use. What followed in the decades after the Civil War was a whirlwind legal campaign to close down the commons and the open range, evict squatters, and open the mountain forest to clear-cutting. In this campaign, landholders and speculators could count on the support of governors, legislatures, and courts, who eagerly welcomed the timber boom as economic growth.3
The resulting “cut-out,” as it was described at the time, was fast and ferocious. At least ten million acres of forest had stood in 1870; only 1.5 million remained in 1910. I noted earlier that two-thirds of West Virginia stood in old-growth forest in 1870. By 1910 only an eighth did. In what is today the Great Smoky Mountains National Park in Tennessee and North Carolina, a single logging firm harvested two billion board-feet of lumber at the turn of the century. In many parts of Appalachia, this resulted in a silent and vacant landscape populated only by millions of stumps, not at all unlike what Arthur Morgan witnesses in his explorations of the fictional Roanoke Ridge. The clear-cutters of the region expressed little remorse. “All we want here,” declared one northern lumberman in Appalachia, “is to get the most we can out of this country, as quick as we can, and then get out.”4
As the mountain forest was felled and shipped outward, the ecosystems that had depended on it collapsed. Wildlife, whether rodents, large game, birds, or others, died off or migrated elsewhere. The plants that had made their home among the trees—berries, ramp onions, and medicinal herbs like ginseng—vanished rapidly. Humans suffered equally. With the forest’s removal, yeoman communities lost their hunting grounds, the ranges where they fattened their hogs and cattle, and nature’s wild garden on which they relied to supplement their own meager harvests. They lost the ecological base that had provided the backbone of their existence, resulting in societal freefall. Migration and landlessness spiked alongside hunger and instability. And thus was born the Appalachia of want, desperation, and uncertainty that William Goodell Frost witnessed in eastern Kentucky in 1899, when the deforestation of the mountains was well underway. Yet rather than implicate powerful outsiders like himself in the tragedy, Frost claimed that this poverty was timeless and ever-present rather than recent, and a product of isolation and remoteness.5
Clearing the forest gave the scramblers for Appalachia a much better view of what lay underneath the soil. And the minerals below the surface sparked an even more frenzied scramble than the trees above. Extracting minerals from the mountains wasn’t new. Salt mines had long dotted western (and then West) Virginia; the famed Black educator Booker T. Washington had grown up in the 1860s hewing salt in one of these mines. And the mountains of north Georgia had witnessed a gold rush in the 1850s. But in these early days of geological excavation, surveyors had paid little attention to the thick black seams of coal in the rocky ground. This was an era when Americans used little energy, and what they did use came from water-powered mills or burning wood or whale oil. Yet the explosive transformations of industrial capitalism after the Civil War changed all of that. As steam engines and the generation of electricity reshaped American cities and industry, the nation grew increasingly addicted to fossil fuels. Above all was bituminous coal, a dense, energy-rich substance resulting from long-dead plants and animals being compacted by pressure over tens of millions of years. Appalachia’s mountains were riddled with this substance.6
Civil War scouts, sent to survey the mountains for their wartime strategic value, were the first to notice and then publicize the coal wealth of Appalachia. In peace, the nation united in its obsession with extracting the mineral. Boosters declared near-infinite riches in the mountains. Writing of West Virginia in 1865, one joint-stock company boasted that “her hills and valleys are full of wealth which only needs development to attract capitalists like a magnet.” And better yet, they continued: the region was until then neglected, nothing but a vast “squatter’s farm.” Thousands of investors would answer this call after the 1870s, including corporations owned by some of the wealthiest men in the nation, like Andrew Mellon and Andrew Carnegie. These capitalists constructed a vast infrastructure in the mountains to extract coal, building railroad spurs, pioneering drilling equipment, and sinking mineshafts into the earth.7
But for all the material investments into coal mining, the entire enterprise depended on the sweat and muscle of human labor. Coal mining was not yet mechanized in this era, and was thus reliant upon skilled and unskilled workers descending into the depths below. And on the question of labor, the promoters of Appalachian coal proclaimed that here they offered a competitive edge over other American mining regions north and west. As they boasted, poor and isolated mountain workers were cheaper, more docile, and less likely to strike or cause trouble. Who were these laborers, the raw power driving the mining economy? Certainly, new immigrants filed into Appalachian coal towns at the turn of the century, often arriving from Wales, Greece, and Italy. But the backbone of the workforce were former yeomen fleeing the collapsing peasant economy of the mountains. Coincidentally, the great loss of the forest was the great gain of the mining sector. Often desperation and necessity paved the way into the coal mine.8
The world of mine work looked significantly different in southern Appalachia than it did in other coal districts, such as Colorado or western Pennsylvania. Certainly, the dangers of the mine were the same, where explosions, flooding, and disease regularly shortened the lives of miners. But because Appalachian mines often sprang up in remote, thinly settled locations, and because mine operators viewed workers as childlike in their supposed innocence and docility, Appalachian mining was dominated by the so-called “company town.” Company towns were not unknown outside of southern Appalachia, but they were rarer. By the 1920s, 80 percent of West Virginia miners lived in company towns; only 9 percent did in Indiana and Illinois.9
What was a company town? Under this system, mine operators did not just provide workers jobs but also entire worlds in which to live, building homes, schools, and churches and controlling each with an iron grip. Homes were little more than shanties. In many towns, employers paid workers not in cash but in company scrip that could only be redeemed in company stores at exorbitant prices. And patrolling many towns were armed company guards, often sourced from the hated Baldwin-Felts detective agency (Appalachia’s version of the Pinkertons), hired to keep a check on disgruntled or dissenting miners. Mine operators justified company towns as safeguarding the morality of their workers, but often these villages were breeding grounds for prostitution, drunkenness, and desperation. Red Dead Redemption II’s company town of Annesburg, run like a fiefdom by Leviticus Cornwall’s Jameson Company and plagued by poverty and debauchery, neatly resembles the worst such entrepots of the turn-of-the-century period.10
And therein lies the great irony of Red Dead Redemption II’s southern Appalachia. The game awkwardly juxtaposes two contrasting visions of the region. On one hand, we have the cut-over, scrambled Appalachia, despoiled by northeastern capitalists and a shell of what it once was. Yet on the other, we have the hillbilly stereotype, which casts mountaineers’ poverty and desperation as the natural byproduct of isolation and tradition. What the game could have done but fails to do is reveal how these contrasting visions were in fact tightly related. To be precise: the first gave rise to the second. The Appalachian hillbilly myth was born out of the scramble for Appalachia, and not by accident. It was fabricated to justify and rationalize the plunder of the region.
What do I mean by that? Let’s keep in mind that negative representations of Appalachia as a trapped-in-amber backwater did not take root until the very end of the nineteenth century. “Hillbilly” did not make its debut in the written record until 1900. Yet the feverish scramble by external speculators to pawn off the region’s resources had begun several decades earlier and was in full swing by 1900. So too was resistance to that effort, from stubborn yeomen refusing to leave family lands to increasingly militant labor activists fighting for a fair shake for industrial workers. The deck was certainly stacked in favor of the capitalists, who mostly had the courts, the law, and government on their side. But to vindicate their crusade, the scramblers of Appalachia also chose to wage a cultural war against mountain people. They invented the “hillbilly.” They claimed that what gave birth to Appalachia’s poverty, violence, and instability was its isolation from the modern world. The natural solution to this dilemma was the rapid incorporation of the mountains into the urban industrial economy. Of course, that process was decades old by the turn of the century. But the hillbilly myth denied this reality, prescribing as a cure to Appalachia’s illness the very thing that had sickened it.
No single figure institutionalized that myth more decisively than William Goodell Frost, our self-proclaimed savior of Appalachia. And no single figure should have known better. Spending the 1890s in eastern Kentucky, Frost saw all around him how external corporations were dismantling the peasant economy. He would have heard the locomotive’s shrill whistle, the crack of toppling timber, and the clang of mining carts emerging from the earth. He does, very briefly, acknowledge that reality in a single sentence in his “Contemporary Ancestors” essay. “The jackals of civilization,” he admits, “have already abused the confidence of many a highland home.” Yet this acknowledgment did not make a dent in his central argument: that what defined Appalachia in 1899 was its distance from the juggernaut of American capitalism. Ultimately, to Frost and his well-heeled readers, the Appalachia-as-isolated-holdout argument was both simpler and less troublesome than the Appalachia-as-victim reality. And it much better justified their continued presence in the mountains.11
Such myths die hard, haunting us to the present day. Their persistence helps explain why it remains culturally safe to ridicule the poor white residents of southern Appalachia and why Rockstar Games felt comfortable breaking with their otherwise sensitive treatment of 1899 America. Ultimately, though, mocking the Appalachian mountain family is no less insensitive or problematic than mocking the urban tenement families that filled New York and Boston in the same era. All were victims of Gilded Age capitalism. Occasionally, Red Dead Redemption II sheds light on the scramble for Appalachia, yet more often shadows it with stereotypes. Perhaps we shouldn’t expect any differently in a nation still struggling to overcome a century-old myth.













Anderson “Devil Anse” Hatfield (seated in chair, second from left, with rifle) and family, Welch, West Virginia
1899
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The Blood Feud
It’s a story as old as Romeo and Juliet. Two families, due to some long-distant offense, are locked in a bitter and hateful embrace. The elders from one clan spit at the mention of the other. Children from one family are raised to hate those from the other. And should the two ever meet, bloodshed is inevitable. Driven by some ancient honor culture, the families cannot escape the senseless vendetta of an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. It’s a story that we often describe as a “blood feud,” named so not only for its violence but also for its hereditary nature, defined by genealogy and passed down from father to son.
It’s a story that is also closely associated with southern Appalachia. This was already true a hundred and twenty years ago, when William Goodell Frost listed “the blood feud” as a defining feature of highland society. “Mountain homicides are not committed for the purpose of robbery,” he declared with confidence, but “are almost universally performed in the spirit of an Homeric chieftain, and the motive is some ‘point of honor.’” The association remains in place today. Not far from where I live, in the tourist-trap mountain town of Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, visitors line up by the thousands for “dinner feud” performances, where straw-hatted and bearded “hillbillies” reenact their mythical escapades on stage. And of all the feuding families to draw upon, none are better known than the Hatfields and McCoys, the iconic mountain clans of West Virginia and Kentucky who warred in the 1880s. Thanks to decades of TV shows and Disney cartoons, these two Appalachian families have become synonymous with the blood feud.1
Rockstar Games could not resist recycling this allegory in Red Dead Redemption II. Curiously, though, the game’s feuding families are found not in Appalachia but in the Deep South. On the rural outskirts of Rhodes, in the game’s cotton kingdom, Arthur Morgan encounters two wealthy families at odds with one another: the Grays and the Braithwaites. Both own large plantations, and both are insistent that their counterparts have stolen from them a valuable treasure. Each is thirsty for the other’s blood, and they rarely hesitate in drawing it. In an homage to the Shakespearean classic, there are even two star-crossed lovers, Beau Gray and Penelope Braithwaite, who seek to overcome the feud, to little avail. Dutch, Arthur, and the gang intervene in the drama, opportunistically hoping to play one side off the other, but ultimately find that the dispute is a zero-sum game.
Though the setting is out of place, Red Dead Redemption II’s feuding families are undeniably cut from the cloth of southern Appalachian stereotypes. (In an implicit acknowledgment of this, Dutch frequently disparages the Grays and Braithwaites as “hillbillies,” even though their home terrain is notably flat.) Particularly, their dispute draws deeply upon the mythology of the Hatfields and McCoys, America’s most archetypal feudists.
To wrap up our southern Appalachia section of the book, this chapter will explore the surprising history behind these two real families and their deadly dispute. Exaggerated stereotypes of the Hatfields and McCoys have been used again and again to reinforce the Appalachian hillbilly myth, instilling a belief that the blood feud was proof positive of the isolation and otherness of mountain people, and that their violence stemmed from some preserved-in-amber honor culture of medieval Europe. Yet in acknowledging the gritty reality behind their dispute, we’ll see a fight fundamentally different than that imagined in pop culture. Indeed, we’ll come to learn that the term “blood feud” is a poor representation of what happened. Rather than being spurred by some vestigial honor code or die-hard family loyalties, the Hatfield-McCoy war was born from the scramble for Appalachia. As speculators and corporations invaded the mountains in search of its natural wealth, local families were forced to make difficult decisions about their place in this chaotic landscape. As the scramble destabilized mountain society, the Hatfields and McCoys found themselves on opposite sides of the table—and the result was brutally violent.
The stage on which our drama unfolds is the Tug River Valley, straddling eastern Kentucky and southwestern West Virginia. The Tug serves as the meandering boundary between the two states, flowing through one of the most mountainous and, before the Civil War, least accessible regions of southern Appalachia. Yet a thriving yeoman society made its home along the banks of the river, giving little thought to the political boundary it represented. Most residents hailed from the British Isles or Germany and had arrived in the early 1800s, and most were subsistence farmers who supplemented their humble plots with the abundance of the forest. The region felt isolated in antebellum years, but steep mountains could not keep out the chaos of the Civil War. Curiously, the war was less divisive in the Tug Valley than elsewhere, because nearly all of the region’s inhabitants favored the Confederacy. Those Hatfields and McCoys who fought in the war did so almost exclusively for the South, so this was not the origin of the dispute.2
What did trigger the initial violence between the families were the growing commercial pressures that followed the war. As capitalists beyond the mountains grew hungry for the natural wealth of the region, and as local families struggled to feed themselves with the closing of the commons, more Tug Valley folk began to turn to the business of timbering on land they owned. Yet this business was a gamble, and one whose odds were uncertain. Learning this the hard way was Randolph McCoy, usually called by his nickname of “Old Ranel.” The patriarch of his large family and soon to be renowned as one of the two key feudists, Old Ranel was a gaunt, lean man with a bushy moustache—and bad luck. Beginning in 1867, McCoy experimented with timber cutting and exporting. The venture went badly. Whether it was due to greed or accident is uncertain, but McCoy cut timber on land belonging to an unsympathetic neighbor (not a Hatfield, though). He was then sued for trespass and theft—and lost the case. To pay the legal damages, the McCoys sold the family farm in shame.3
The McCoys’ gamble on timber proved disastrous. For others, though, the business brought unprecedented wealth. And there was no bigger winner in the Tug Valley’s timber boom than William Anderson “Devil Anse” Hatfield, who would ultimately become infamous as Old Ranel’s diehard enemy. Known for his piercing eyes, long and wiry beard, and reputation as a Confederate guerrilla, Devil Anse had not been born into wealth. He only had a hundred acres to his name at the end of the war—not nearly enough to sustain a lucrative timber business. Yet aggressively entrepreneurial till the end, Devil Anse rolled up his sleeves and began a legal crusade against his neighbors to acquire their holdings. Charging them with illegally cutting trees on his land, with only thin evidence to prove it, Devil Anse became a familiar presence in the Logan County courthouse in West Virginia. And in 1872, in a highly controversial case, Hatfield won a windfall victory. The court awarded him five thousand acres of forest land from Perry Cline, a local landowner who had fallen into his crosshairs. Cline—who was a family friend of the McCoys, though not blood-related to them—had inherited much of this land from his well-to-do father, and the court verdict both impoverished and humiliated him.4
This 1872 landmark victory changed Devil Anse Hatfield’s life and won him a dual reputation in the Tug Valley. On one hand, he earned the title as the valley’s premier timber magnate and was one of its wealthiest men. In the 1870s and 1880s, he and his timber crew would earn a small fortune extracting the forest wealth of the mountains and selling it to outsiders, who would convert it into the floors, frames, and fences of homes in urban America. Perhaps the best way to understand Hatfield is as a comprador. It’s a word born earlier in the 1800s on the other side of the world, applied to middleman merchants in China who would trade with Europeans as insider agents, despite disapproval and disdain from other Chinese. In many ways, Devil Anse was an Appalachian comprador, a local ally to external exploiters of the region. Don’t believe stereotypes that cast Hatfield as an archaic honor-bound traditionalist. He was ultimately modern, profit-minded, and a product of Gilded Age America, not some distant time or place.5
This helps to explain Hatfield’s other reputation after 1872: as one of the most bitterly hated men in the Tug Valley. Thanks to his sharp-elbowed jockeying for land and his success in navigating the scramble for Appalachia, Hatfield and his family might have been feared and respected, but they were hardly beloved. Among those who had been burned in the timber boom, including Old Ranel McCoy and Perry Cline, the distaste for Hatfield was even more pronounced. It did not help that Devil Anse regularly flaunted his new-money status, along with his irreverence for the cultural norms of his neighbors. “I belong to no church except the church of the world,” Hatfield boasted loudly. “I belong to the Devil’s church.”6
But if Hatfield’s hardscrabble success might have sowed bitterness, it alone would not ignite bloodshed. That spark would come on August 7, 1882. It was an Election Day in Pike County, Kentucky, just across the river from Devil Anse’s West Virginia home. Election Days in nineteenth-century America were renowned for their drinking, revelry, and fistfights, but on that August day the mood was even rowdier than usual. Tolbert McCoy, the twenty-eight-year-old son of Old Ranel, was drunk and, according to observers, “looking for trouble.” Tolbert was badgering a distant Hatfield acquaintance, insisting again and again that he repay an old debt for a loaned fiddle. Seeing this as harassment, another well-known Hatfield entered the fray: Ellison Hatfield, Devil Anse’s brother, and himself a wealthy and powerful man in the valley. Seeking to put the upstart McCoy in his place, and likely channeling his sense of superiority over the ne’er-do-well family, the large and muscular Ellison boomed out a provocative affront to Tolbert: “I’m the best goddamned man on earth!”7
Insulted, humiliated, and drunk—never a good combination—Tolbert McCoy lashed back in anger. He drew his knife and leapt toward Ellison, flailing wildly and stabbing him at least a dozen times. Then, two of Tolbert’s brothers joined the fight, stabbing Hatfield another dozen times and shooting him, leaving Ellison mortally wounded. The crowd was shocked. Everyone had seen an Election Day ruckus before, but this was unheard of. The local deputies promptly arrested the three McCoys and headed toward the county jail in Pikeville. They would not make it. It was not long before Devil Anse learned of the assault upon his brother, and he sought to take the law into his own hands. He rounded up a posse of thirty-one men and rode to intercept the deputies before they reached Pikeville. Encountering no resistance from the law officers, Devil Anse took Tolbert and his two brothers into his own custody, holding them as prisoners in the Hatfield home as Ellison Hatfield lay comatose upstairs. As he icily told the McCoys, their fate would follow his brother’s: should he live, so would they; should he die, so would they. The next morning, Ellison succumbed to his wounds. Methodically, Devil Anse and the posse marched the three McCoys down to the Tug River. They tied them to a pawpaw bush on the Kentucky side of the river and executed them in a hail of bullets. The “blood feud” had begun.8
Or is that what we should call it? Certainly, the events of August 1882 were bloody; four lay dead. But what of the other element associated with blood feud—that family affiliations dictated the patterns of the violence? This myth falls apart upon closer inspection. Remember that Devil Anse had drummed up a posse of thirty-one men to apprehend the McCoy brothers. One might imagine that those were drawn from his family tree: brothers, cousins, sons, and beyond. Indeed, some were—but less than half bore the Hatfield name. What really determined who saddled up in the posse were business affiliations. A full 84 percent of the posse riders were partners in Devil Anse’s timber business. Not a single family member who was not in the business joined the posse. Better yet, three McCoys were among the number, each of whom worked on the timber crew. What dictated participation in the posse was not the blood red of family but the green of business partnership. If Red Dead Redemption II was striving for accuracy, it would have made clear that the same was likely true of the gunmen that the Gray and Braithwaite families kept at their call, yet players don’t learn this in the game.9
The brutal murder of the McCoy brothers had shockingly few repercussions in the Tug Valley. Pike County issued indictments for twenty posse riders, including Devil Anse, but no attempt followed to issue warrants or bring the vengeful killers to justice. Why not? Most in the community reckoned that the McCoy brothers deserved their fate. They had broken precedent with the Election Day attack and had reaped the whirlwind. To boot, Devil Anse was not a man one challenged lightly. Old Ranel McCoy, mourning his three sons, was predictably enraged at the inaction but failed to draw any supporters for a vengeance attack. It seemed that both lawmakers and civilians felt compelled to let the matter rest. Blood had been shed on both sides, and it was no use pouring fuel on the fire.10
And indeed, nothing more would come of the dispute for several years. An uneasy calm settled upon the valley. All of this makes for some provocative what-ifs. If the 1882 outburst had been the only episode between the Hatfields and McCoys, there is little chance that it would have been remembered or retold. After all, late 1800s America was violent, and murders over money and status were not unusual. As such, there was minimal reporting on the incident outside the Tug Valley, and it seemed likely that it would become a historical footnote and little more.
Of course, that is not what occurred. What revived the conflict, and what rescued the names “Hatfield” and “McCoy” from the dustbin of history, was an unexpected eruption of violence five years later, in 1887–1888. Once again, these two mountain families collided head-on with the scramble for Appalachia. Once again, questions of money, politics, and external interests would set the stage for bloodshed. This time, though, the outcome would be significantly different.
To understand what came to pass five years after the riverside executions, we need to return to an earlier character: Perry Cline. Recall that Cline, a family friend of the McCoys, had lost five thousand acres of timberland to his neighbor Devil Anse Hatfield in 1872. In the aftermath of the legal defeat, Cline had bitterly departed the Tug Valley, heading to the bustling mountain town of Pikeville, Kentucky, some miles distant. And in the following decade and a half, his star rapidly rose. He earned a good living as a lawyer, was elected sheriff of the county, and brushed shoulders with powerful Kentucky politicians, including the newly elected governor, Simon Buckner. But if the well-groomed and up-and-coming Cline tried to distance himself from bitter memories in the Tug Valley, he had not forgotten the five thousand acres that Devil Anse Hatfield had, in his view, thieved from under his nose. Like the mysterious stolen gold from Red Dead Redemption II, it would become the fodder for a renewed dispute.11
Cline’s interest in his family land stemmed not just from nostalgia and regret. It grew from personal greed and was fueled by recent events. In 1886, Cline learned that the Norfolk and Western railroad planned to build an extension spur that would traverse the Tug Valley, forever dispelling any isolation of the region from the national economy. But even more importantly, in 1887 Cline read with wide-eyed astonishment that the Kentucky Geological Survey had discovered deep seams of black coal in the Tug Valley and was actively recruiting northeastern capitalists to extract it. One can imagine Cline’s sense of aggrievement. His family land, now some of the most lucrative ground in the nation, lay in the hands of the timber baron Devil Anse Hatfield: a man who had acquired it under dubious pretenses, and a man who was linked to three unpunished murders not long earlier.12
Cline was not the only one following railroad and geological news. So too was Old Ranel McCoy, ever eager for the chance to exact long-overdue revenge upon his rival, Devil Anse. Therefore, in 1887, shortly after the Kentucky Geological Survey announcement, McCoy rode up to Pikeville in a rush, hoping to speak to Perry Cline about their common enemy and their desire to take him down a peg. Cline needed little convincing. This was an opportunity to settle old scores and perhaps win future riches. And if the young Cline had been easily pushed aside by Devil Anse in 1872, by 1887 Cline was a man-on-the-make, and a well-connected one. It was these connections that he would lean upon to jump-start the war against Devil Anse.13
Not long after the meeting with Old Ranel, Cline hastened to the Kentucky governor’s mansion and made a plea to Governor Buckner that grave injustice was afoot. A wanted killer was at large in the Tug Valley, he claimed, a bloodthirsty obstacle to progress and industry in Kentucky’s mountains. Should he be brought to justice, Cline promised, the Tug Valley had a bright future ahead of it. It wasn’t a hard sell. Like most southern governors, Buckner was eager to develop his state’s mineral resources. He immediately posted a price on the Hatfields’ heads and began efforts to extradite them from West Virginia.14
With the blessing of Appalachia’s power elite, Old Ranel and Cline thus ignited the second phase of the feud. Bloodshed would quickly follow. Even before West Virginia agreed to an extradition, Cline organized a posse in Pikeville on December 12, 1887, to dispense frontier-style justice to his old enemy. In a series of dramatic raids into West Virginia in the next weeks, Cline and his men kidnapped nine Hatfield supporters and executed Devil Anse’s uncle, Jim Vance. In response, a ragtag group of Hatfields and their friends (though Devil Anse was notably absent) launched their own punitive raid on Old Ranel’s house on January 1, 1888. The raiders burned the McCoy home to the ground, beat Ranel’s wife, and left two of his children dead.15
This shocking act of vengeance infuriated Cline and the Kentuckians, who brought the bloody drumbeat of the conflict to a crescendo. On January 19, 1888, at what observers called the “Battle for Grapevine Creek,” thirty-seven Hatfield supporters took on forty Cline-McCoy supporters in a heated firefight that, in contrast to the guerrilla-style raids preceding it, actually looked like traditional warfare. (And in terms of its large scale, not so different from the van der Linde gang’s assault on the Braithwaite mansion in Red Dead Redemption II.) Surprisingly, the casualties were low: one killed and one wounded. Yet this “battle” would mark the final explosion of violence between the two sides. Acknowledging the overwhelming power of Cline’s allies, and with many of his allies jailed, Devil Anse Hatfield threw in the towel. Soon after the showdown at Grapevine Creek, Hatfield sold his claim to the five thousand acres to a group of Philadelphia capitalists. The old timber baron had been outgunned by the coal barons. He moved farther up the mountain, and would live thirty years longer. But within months of his departure, the Norfolk and Western laid track all the way to the disputed plot, and the town of Matewan, which would become one of the largest coal-mining towns in the eastern U.S., was established on the land.16
But here’s a quirk. The 1882 phase of the violence had seen little reportage outside of the region. However, the 1887–88 flareup went viral by the standards of its day, making front-page news across the nation. Eagerly facilitating this were Cline and his well-heeled Kentucky allies, who gave interviews about the barbarity and savagery of the Hatfields. They succeeded in making the dispute national news—but in the subsequent reporting it was not just the Hatfields who appeared barbaric, but all mountain people. “These simple children of nature,” sneered the New York Times in February 1888, will “kill a man whenever they take a dislike to him.” The Times concluded that the mountain violence “shows the purely savage character of the population,” which could only be remedied by “a strong course of common schools, churches, [and] soap and water.”17
In the national press, the violence in the Tug Valley was described by many terms. “Vendetta,” “war of extermination,” “melee,” and “wholesale slaughter” were just some that made headlines. But over the years, what stuck was “blood feud.” There is no doubt that the violence was bloody. Yet was it truly the family affair that defined the mythological version of the story? We already know that the 1882 fracas was defined more by business ties than family trees. This was even more obvious in 1887–1888. Of course, the anti-Hatfield mob was led by Perry Cline, who notably lacked “McCoy” as a surname. And more than two-thirds of the men under Cline’s leadership were not even from the Tug Valley, and had not participated in the earlier 1882 phase. They were hired guns on the side of capitalist development, joining for a few dollars rather than timeless family loyalties. Such inconvenient facts, however, were often ignored by reporters and storytellers. Reflecting on Hatfields, McCoys, and “the Kentucky mountains” in 1911, the Washington Post scoffed at the region’s poverty and backwardness. “Having little else to hand down, the blood feud becomes the one sure heritage, transmitted from father to son.”18
If this interpretation is so patently false, why was it so widely circulated and then woven into eternal myth? After 1888, urban Americans embraced the blood feud narrative because it confirmed the exotic otherness of mountain people. It confirmed their own sense of superiority over people they were then uprooting to secure the creature comforts of city life, particularly sturdy wooden walls and warm, well-lit homes fueled by coal. Of course, the myth was not solely crafted by outsiders. Perry Cline and other middle-class mountain townspeople had fanned the flames. Ironically, so too did Devil Anse Hatfield. In 1897, nearly a decade after the climactic Battle of Grapevine Creek, a traveling photographer hiked up to Hatfield’s new home overlooking the Tug Valley. Offering to pay the impoverished patriarch, the photographer asked his clan to sit and pose for a photograph, on one condition—that they brandish their firearms for the camera. The photo snapped on that day, which opens this chapter, is thus rich in irony. Rather than a raw testament to a violent Appalachia, it’s a staged recreation of a myth then being spun. And Devil Anse, whether for fame or a few dollars, was complicit in its construction.
In the decades that followed, the tall tale of the Hatfields and McCoys became a central pillar of the Appalachian hillbilly myth. Walt Disney animated it in the long-lived 1946 cartoon “The Martins and the Coys,” and Hollywood drew on it in multiple films and TV series. And most importantly, Red Dead Redemption II recycled it once again in the violent dispute between the Grays and the Braithwaites. When we retell familiar tales like this, they might seem harmlessly innocent. But they flatten the nuance and drama of the past, and they whisk away the political and economic engines that drove violence in nineteenth-century America. They make the past seem simpler than it actually was, and that’s a danger if we wish to understand our present.



Epilogue
While watching the final credits roll on my third playthrough of Red Dead Redemption II, I could not help but grow philosophical. I had spent nearly two hundred hours in the game, and that time had convinced me of two things: how far historical video games had come in the past generation, and how much further they might go—and what a revolution this could entail for the public’s engagement with the past.
On the first count, it was hard not to marvel at the ways that this blockbuster game, made purely for commercial entertainment purposes, so often touched upon dilemmas that are usually the domain of academic historians and few others. Even after three playthroughs, it was difficult to believe that a game played by more than fifty million people broached subjects like the crusade for women’s suffrage in the U.S. South, the place of the bison in the ecological struggle for the Great Plains, and the fallacy of eugenicist ideology. And I still could not get over the game’s painstaking art design, which so well captured the architecture of both frontier town and big city, alongside the look and feel of newspapers, catalogs, and advertisements. Though I can’t claim to have played every competing title out there, I have never seen any gamification of the American past go as far in its attention to both minute details and major dilemmas.
Of course, the game could have gone much, much further in fleshing out those big dilemmas. Nor is Red Dead Redemption II innocent of common pop culture abuses, and it frequently recycles mythologies, stereotypes, and clichés that do more to conceal than reveal the complexities of history. This book has carefully catalogued those shortcomings, alongside the game’s many accomplishments. Yet as I see it, when we balance the ledger book of good and bad, the game ultimately does far more to advance historical understanding than not. It is an undeniable testament that video games can be historically thoughtful and commercially successful. It opens doors, even if it doesn’t always guide players through them; it sows curiosity and passion for richer understandings of America’s past. On its own, it remains incomplete, but it inspires players to learn more of the world beyond the game. And just as crucially, it demonstrates the tremendous future possibilities of using ever-more-sophisticated digital technologies to prompt a thoughtful engagement with historical problems that remains organic and nuanced while also being fun.
And with such future possibilities in mind, let me conclude this book with a playful exercise. Allow me to share my unsolicited and perhaps woefully unrealistic vision for Red Dead Redemption III, the third entry in the series—which is perhaps already in the works.
Such a game should continue the series’ backward motion in time, finding Arthur Morgan as a young man. The year is 1871. His America is one even more violent and unsettled than that of 1899. After all, by the turn of the century, the battle for the future of the West was largely concluded, with its corporate and federal victors sorting the spoils. In 1871, however, the horizon of possibility seemed far more open. Native peoples wielded tremendous power, and their frequent confrontations with a U.S. Army barely out of the Civil War captured news headlines every week. The first transcontinental railroad had been finished two years prior, but a vast rail network in the West remained a dream rather than a reality. With federal and state governments exercising only tenuous control over the land west of the Mississippi, the law often laid in the hands of those who claimed it.
Yet in many ways, the South of 1871 was more “wild” than the West. In the midst of Reconstruction, occupying U.S. troops could barely hold off bloodshed between white supremacist paramilitaries and armed Black freedpeople. Six years after Appomattox supposedly ended the Civil War, conflict raged in the plantation districts of the South. Across the land, a burning question hung above its citizens: Who deserves to be an American? Who should chart the future of the nation?
Arthur Morgan comes of age within this context. How will he—and players—respond to these questions and engage this chaotic world? Perhaps Red Dead Redemption III will provide these answers. We can only hope.
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