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The New Iconoclasm 
 
I grew up in the Deep South, imbibed the spirit of William Faulkner with my mother’s milk as 
she read Faulkner while nursing me, and know only too well that slavery is a heinous crime, 
a great sin for which slave owners can never be exonerated in this world. (What happens in 
the afterlife is not in our hands anyway.). 
 
 I still have clear memories of the "Nigger Town" of my own hometown, that ghetto of 
shanty dwellings in which my fellow citizens who were black were forced to live. We never 
went there, and they never came to our homes as friends. 

 
I remember Billie Holiday singing Abel Meeropol's "Strange Fruit".  
 
I remember the last documented lynching of a black man in north Florida in 1958.  
 
I remember the 'integration' of my high-school in 1961 and I remember joining other boys of 
our high-school as 'protectors' of the sweet black girl who was now our fellow pupil against 
possible racist violence. 
 
I remember composing a doggerel couplet against one of my fellows who was a 
known racist. It went like this:  
 

"XX was a wise old man until he joined the Ku Klux Klan"     
 
I remember the Civil Rights Movement and Dr. Martin Luther King's unforgettable speech 
before the Lincoln Memorial ('I have a dream...', August 1963). 
 
I remember being handcuffed, being thrown into the trunk of the Pinellas County Sheriff's 
patrol car and driven out into the swamps. I remember the deputies telling me 
 

"We don't like white boys who have black girlfriends.  
Next time we're gonna throw you in the canal and let the gators eat you for lunch."  

 
I remember when my girlfriend's family moved away to New Jersey out of fear that the 
sheriff would throw their daughter to the gators as well. 
 
I remember Martin Luther King's assassination (April 1968) and the Detroit (August 
1967) and Watts (Los Angeles) riots (April 1965).  
 
And I remember the Texan's Texan Lyndon Johnson appealing to us all to pray for peace and 
the end of racial violence (July 30, 1967). 
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I remember Bobby Seale (1936- ) and the Chicago Eight (1968), the end of peaceful 
resistance for many black Americans, and the rise of the Black Panthers and violent 
revolution.    
 
I remember singing "Chicago" with Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young: 
 

Though your brother's bound and gagged 
and they've chained him to a chair 

Won't you please come to Chicago just to sing 
In a land that know as freedom how can such a thing be fair? 

Won't you please come to Chicago for the help that you can bring 
We can change the world, rearrange the world 

It's dying to get better 
 
Our leaders need to revisit these tragic events and internalize the lessons our history teaches 
us about where racial violence can and will lead. There is still time for a sincere appeal to be 
effective. But the motives for such an appeal must be clearly humanitarian. Partisan 
politics must be put aside for the time being, before it is too late to appeal to anyone. 
 
But when mobs began tearing down statues of General Robert E. Lee and, later, George 
Washington, I was repulsed. Robert E. Lee was more of a gentleman than those people --- 
black or white --- can ever imagine. Then, I thought of Clark Gable playing Rhett Butler in the 
film of Margaret Mead’s Gone with the Wind and joining the Confederate forces at Fort 
Sumter very late in the war because he could no longer bear doing nothing while the South 
and its people were raped by crude thugs from the north, who were only out for plunder and 
couldn't have cared less whether the slaves were freed or not!  
 
Hear again Joan Baez at Woodstock singing "The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down": 

  
Virgil Caine is the name 
And I served on the Danville train 
'Til Stoneman's cavalry came 
And tore up the tracks again 
In the winter of '65, we were hungry, just barely alive 
By May the tenth, Richmond had fell 
It's a time I remember, oh so well 
The night they drove old Dixie down 
And the bells were ringing 
The night they drove old Dixie down 
And the people were singing 
They went, "Na, la, la, la, na, na 
La la, na, na, la, la, la, la, la" 
Back with my wife in Tennessee 
When one day she called to me 
"Virgil, quick, come see 
There goes Robert E. Lee" 
Now I don't mind choppin' wood 
And I don't care if the money's no good 
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You take what you need and you leave the rest 
But they should never have taken the very best 
The night they drove old Dixie down 
 

...or, maybe, the new iconoclasts do have a point. After all, everyone forgot about Hitler, 
the concentration camps, the lampshades made of human skin, and the ethnic cleansings 
of the Nazis as soon as there were no more statues of Hitler in Germany, didn't they?? 
Hmm... or maybe people remember Hitler now even more because he is conspicuous by 
his absence... 
 
As Bob Marley once sang:  
 
No, woman, no cry 
No, woman, no cry... 
""""" 
""""" 
Cause I remember when we used to sit 
In the government yard in Trenchtown 
Oba, ob-serving the hypocrites 
As they would mingle with the good people we meet 
Good friends we’ve had, oh good friends we've lost 
Along the way, yeah! 
In this bright future you can't forget your past 
So dry your tears I say 
No, woman, no cry 
No, woman, no cry... 
Oh my Little darling, say, don't shed no tears 
No, woman, no cry 
Said, said 
Said I remember when we used to sit 
In the government yard in Trenchtown 
And then Georgie would make the fire light 
Log-wood burnin' through the night 
Then we would cook corn meal porridge 
Of which I'll share with you 
My feet is my only carriage 
So I've got to push on through 
But while I'm gone... 
Everything's gonna be alright 
Everything's gonna be alright... 
Everything's gonna be alright 
""""" 
""""" 
""""" 
So, woman, no cry 
No, woman 
No, woman, no cry 
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Oh, little sister, don't shed no tears 
No, woman, no cry 
 
""""" 
""""" 
I say I remember when we used to sit 
In the government yard in Trenchtown 
And then Georgie would make the fire light 
Log-wood burnin' through the night 
Then we would cook corn meal porridge 
Of which I'll share with you 
My feet is my only carriage 
So I've got to push on through 
But while I'm gone... 
No, woman, no cry 
I say no, woman, no cry 
Oh, sister 
Don't shed no tears 
No, woman, no cry 
Woman, no cry 
Don't shed no tears 
No, woman, no cry 
Oh, my little darling 
Don't shed no tears 
No, woman, no cry 
Little sister 
Don't she'd no tears 
No, woman, no cry… 
 
If Obama and Trump would appear together and warn their fellow Americans that the 
ongoing racial violence could quickly get out of control and catapult America back to the 
Watts, Detroit and  Chicago race riots of the 1960s, back to a racial conflagration at the 
height of which the Texan's Texan, President Lyndon Johnson, humbly appealed to his fellow 
Americans to kneel down and pray for peace and the end to racial violence. Lyndon 
Johnson's appeal to reason convinced many Americans at the time, and many did pray for 
divine help to end the bloodshed and return to peaceful relations. But their appeal must be 
sincere to be effective. I wonder if both men could be big enough to put their own political 
interests aside in order to save America from a conflict in which there would be no winners 
only survivors. 
  
 


