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Memphis, TN – Unless you are a Civil War buff, it is unlikely that you know who Nathan Bedford Forrest was, and unless you are from the Memphis area, you are probably unaware of the role he is now playing, via his grave and the accompanying statue in the Health Science Park here in the downtown area.

Forrest’s statue is certainly difficult to miss these days.  At a height of nearly 22 feet, it features the General in a Confederate uniform atop his horse high above the ground below.  In addition to the current national issue with public memorials to Confederate generals, the Forrest statue is particularly offensive to some for many reasons.  His personal history is complicated.  Prior to the Civil War he amassed a fortune from the many plantations he owned manned primarily by slaves.  In addition, he was also an active slave trader in Memphis in what was called the “Negro Mart” where black skinned Africans were sold and traded “at the highest market price for good stock.”  Following the war he was accused of war crimes for his role as officer in charge of the 1864 Fort Pillow Massacre where as officer in charge, he presided over the slaughter of more than 300 Union troops after the fort had fallen.  However, he was never found guilty and received no punishment.  He went on to a successful post-war business career, but, as he was doing so, founded the Ku Klux Klan in Memphis and became the first Grand Wizard.  Basically, Forrest’s life provides many reasons for him not only not to be admired, but to be despised.
However, his battle performance during the Civil War was inspirational to many in the South.  Although he enlisted as a private, he was quickly seen to be a leader and was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel in charge of a cavalry division.  As he won victory after victory, he was made a general.  His successes led the leader of the Union Army, General Grant, to declare that he was the only Confederate general that he feared meeting in battle.  By all accounts, Forrest was a dynamic and inspirational leader and tactician who took several bullets and survived, often leading his men directly into hand-to-hand combat against superior forces.  There seems to be little debate about his military prowess.

The bronze and marble statue of Forrest was not dedicated until 1904 when a large ceremony was held to honor what many Memphians regarded as a dashing and courageous hero.  Following a parade through town with tens of thousands cheering along the route, a young girl removed the confederate colors on the statue to loud roars of approval from the crowd.  A bishop said appropriate prayers honoring the memory of the honored dead southern soldiers.  Other speakers, including a U.S. senator, went on to heap praise on Forrest due to his “honor, valor, chivalry, and charity.”  Former U.S. Senator Thomas Turley made clear the purpose of the statue by declaring, “The principles of the cause which Forrest fought are not dead, and they will live as long as there is a drop of Anglo-Saxon blood on the face of the earth.”  It was very clear that the intent of the statue was to serve several purposes, one being the supremacy of the white race.
Obviously, Forrest was a hard-core racist.  However, late in life, two years before his death in 1877, he embraced blacks and at a meeting accepted a bouquet from a young black girl whom he then kissed on the cheek. He was also instrumental in post-war Memphis to rebuilding the city as a major shipping hub.  However, his overall position in history remains totally repugnant to not only African Americans, but to a significant number of current local citizens here, no matter their skin color or political persuasion.  When I drove by the park recently, his statue was being guarded by two police cars to ensure that it not be torn down or vandalized by activists.   I did not see any protestors during my visit, but it is my understanding that the police presence is now 24 hours daily.
The Memphis government submitted an official request with a state board, the Tennessee Historical Commission, to remove the statue from the city park.  Following a heated hearing as to whether or not to grant a waiver to the 2013 Historical Commission Act protecting war monuments, the commission voted to deny the city’s request.  The city immediately promised legal action based on their contention that the Act references only “war memorials” not monuments.  Their hope is that a judge will agree with the city at a hearing within a month to allow the statue to be taken down before preparations to mark the 50th anniversary of Martin Luther King’s assassination here in Memphis begin.  Obviously such an event could spawn major unrest over the statue’s presence and may possibly lead to considerable violence.

My advice to this judge would be to find some way to have the statue removed.  Although I am generally not in favor of burying history, the statue of Forrest appears to me to be particularly inappropriate and offensive in view of current racial issues in the U.S.  In the meantime, it looks like those policemen are going to be a very necessary presence in Health Science Park.
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