utside university lecture
halls, few North Carolini-
ans recognize the name
Wilbur Joseph Cash. Yet,
he was one of the state’s
most influential writers.
~ To discuss the South — its history, its
character and its unique qualities — with-
out reading W,J. Cash’s The Mind of the
South would be unthinkable.

Published 51 years ago this month, at a
time when most of the world was looking at
the South through the eyes of Margaret
Mitchell, W]. Cash gave the world a far more
realistic and certainly more comprehensive
exploration of why the South was so dif-
ferent from the rest of the United States.

Cash was born May 2, 1900, in Gaffney,
South Carolina, the day before the town
switched on its electric street lights for the
very first time. According to his most
recent biographer, Bruce Clayton, Cash
was the product of “plain, strongly reli-
gious country folk, Scotch-Irish mainly,
who named their first son for an admired
Presbyterian preacher.”

As a child, Cash spent his summers with
his grandparents in Boiling Springs, 13

Photos by M.J, Masoui Jr. and countesy of the N.C. Division
of Archives and History and Wake Forest University
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miles north of Gaffney. As an adult, he lived
most of his life in the Piedmont commu-

nities of Shelby and Charlotte. He gradu-
ated from Wake Forest College in 1922
and became a writer, penning articles for
H.L. Mencken’s The American Mercury
magazine, editorials for the old Charlotte
News and, of course, his famous book on
the South. His life ended two months after
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One Mind’s
- View Of
"T'he South

By David McMullen

More than 50 years after
its publication, W.J. Cash’s
book still invites discussion

— and controversy.

his 41st birthday, when he was found hung
by a necktie from a bathroom doorway in
a Mexico City hotel, the victim of circum-
stances that will never be fully understood.

Yet, Cash’s ideas continue to influence
each new generation of students who study
the South and, as Charlotte journalist Jack
Claiborne recently wrote, “...despite the
passage of so much time, the memory of
that shy and brooding man and the mys-
tery behind his death continue to haunt
the South and, in particular, the textile mill
communities of the Piedmont Carolinas.”

Cash’s modest fame comes from more
than a decade of writing and rewriting his
only book. It is, according to the publisher,
“the philosophy, temperament and social
custom of the South, brillianty analyzed
and interpreted. The author explains how
and why they developed and what their
future is likely to be. The Mind of the South
is firmly established as a highly significant
contribution toward understanding Amer-
ican life and manners.”

As a college student in the early "70s, I
found Cash’s book rambling and thought-
provoking. Rereading it in the early "90s, 1
found it insightful, well-written and even
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more fascinating than
before. One of my fa-
vorite passages is Cash’s
description of the Con-
federate soldier:

“To the end of his ser-
vice this soldier could
not be disciplined. He
slouched. He would nev-
er learn to salute in the
brisk fashion so dear to
the hearts of the profes-
sors of mass murder. His
‘Cap'n’ and his ‘Gin’ral’
were likely to pass his lips
with a grin — were
charged with easy, un-
studied familiarity. He
could and did find it in
himself to jeer opening
and unabashed in the
face of Stonewall Jack-
son when that austere
Presbyterian captain rode along his lines.

“And down to the final day at Appomat-
tox his officers knew that the way to get
him to execute an order without malinger-
ing was to flatter and to jest, never to com-
mand too brusquely and forthrightly. And
yet— and yet — and by virtue of precisely
these unsoldierly qualities, he was, as no
one will care to deny, one of the world’s
finest fighting men.”

Cash had strong opinions about the
Southern world and, with encouragement
from H.L. Mencken, the courage to put
his ideas into print. Writing for The Amer-
ican Mercury, he described Charlotte as a
“...dreary ritual of the office, golfand the
church — (it) becomes nearly unbear-
ably dull even for Presbyterians not whol-
ly pathological.”

Describing the founder of one of North
Carolina’s most power ful companies, Cash
wrote that the man “remained to the end
essentially what he was at 17, a red-headed
shambling Methodist-jake out of Orange
County, North Carolina— Which is to say,
a sort of peasant out of the 11th century,
incredibly ignorant, incredibly obtuse,
incredibly picayune.”

About Charlotte’s new Symphony
Orchestra, he observed that it “at least
allows one Italian fiddler to eat regularly
and to wear a pair of sound pants — surely
no mean success for a fiddler in Dixie.”

Cash’s ideas were controversial, no

WJ. Cash, nght, with his publisher, A[fred Knopf.

weaknesses of his work
and for Clayton to intro-
duce his biography. Most
importantly, however, it
was a time for continuing
the discussion that Cash
started so many years ago.

In his own words, Cash
saw the South as “proud,
brave, honorable by its
lights, courteous, person-
ally generous, loyal, swift
to act, often too swift, but
signally effective, some-
times terrible, in its
action — such was the
South at its best.

“And such at its best it
remains today, despite the
great falling away in some

doubt about it, and that was the way he
liked it. According to an account of Cash’s
funeral in a 1967 biography by Joseph L.
Morrison: “Assisting the regular pastor was
one of Cash’s cousins from Charleston,
South Carolina, who proceeded to apolo-
gize both to God and the congregation for
Wilbur's ideas.

“That preacher cousin must have read
some of the author’s sharp pieces in The
American Mercury, because he first apolo-
gized for Cash’s having maligned so many
of the powers that be before assuring all
present that Wilbur really had been a very
good boy. Mary (Cash’s widow) half-rose in
her pew, but her mother physically re-
strained her as if fearing she might make a
scandal. Mary was able to sinile in later
years, knowing how her husband would
have whooped at it all, but at the time, as
she later recalled, ‘I was outdoors mentally
burning down that church.””

The Mind of the South has remained in
print since its original publication. A year
ago this month, Wake Forest University
remembered its famous alumnus with a
symposium to celebrate the 50th anniver-
sary of Cash’s landmark study. The sympo-
sium attracted some of the most prominent
journalists and scholars of Southern stud-
ies. More than 500 people attended the
four-day event.

The symposium provided an oppor-
tunity for praising Cash, for criticizing the
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of its virtues. Violence,
intoleration, aversion and
suspicion toward new ide-
as, an incapacity for analysis, an inclina-
tion to act from feeling rather than from
thought, an exaggerated individualism
and a too narrow concept of social respon-
sibility, attachment to fictions and false val-
ues and a tendency to justify cruelty and
injustice in the name of those values, sen-
timentality and a lack of realism — these
have been its characteristic vices in the past.
And, despite changes for the better, they
remain its characteristic vices today.”

Looking at the changes in the South
since Cash’s tine, Hodding Carter 11, the
symposium's keynote speaker, observed:
“...leaving poverty and legalized racism
behind is a great thing. But there are
other attributes of Southernism which
would be sad to lose and which are threat-
ened by the mass culture —a strong sensc
of place, of civility, a basic sort of attitude
about the laud and a respect for the past,
however mythical we made it. But, I'd say
the average suburbanite in Atlanta is
about as disconnected from that as some-
body in Peoria.”

Cash died on July I, 1941, less than 18
months after the publication of his book.
He had been upset for several days and was
suffering from hallucinations. When his
wife left him locked in their hotel room to
seek help, he disappeared. He was found
that evening in another hotel. He appar-
ently had hanged himself.

Morrison discounts what he calls “the
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three false myths concerning Cash’s
death.” They were the belief that the
author was murdered by Nazi agents; that
Cash suffered from an incurable brain tu-
mor; and that foul play must have been
involved because when he was found hang-
ing, his feet were touching the floor.

Taking into account medical evidence
that dated back to 1933, Cash probably
suffered from an endocrine imbalance.
This imbalance, complicated by heavy
drinking, seems to offer the best clue. As
Clayton explains, “Cash had been drinking
for years and during the last year or so had
begun to consume hard liquor, much of
it bootleg and therefore of an undeter-
mined amount of alcohol. It appears cer-
tain that his drinking complicated his en-
docrine problem and further imbalanced
his system.”

A far less scientific, but no less valid
explanation came from the noted scholar
V.O. Key ]Jr., who in 1949 wrote: “A
depressingly high rate of self-destruction
prevails among those who ponder about
the South and put down their reflections
in books. A fatal frustration seems to come
from the struggle to find a way through

the unfathomable maze formed by tradi-
tion, caste, race, poverty....”

Exactly why Cash died will remain a mys-
tery. However, a short essay he wrote about
Easter, which appeared in the Charlotte
News less than three months before his
death, may provide some insight into his
vision of what the future held:

“The story of the fecund and teeming
and mysterious earth, unutterably terrible
and unutterably beautiful. And of man —
earthbound and terrible and bloody and
aspiring man, with his fateful dream within
hitn. The fragile leaf and the white bud and
the newborn babe. And the great tri-
umphant chorus and the brooding sadness
which sees in the bud the shriveling of the
rose, beyond the coming Summer and the
return again of Death.

“But always and forever there is the
Resurrection.”

There is no doubt that after more than
half a century, Cash’s insights continue to
be resurrected with each new generation
that reads The Mind of the South. =3

David McMullen is a Southern history buff
and owner of a Charlolte public relations firm.
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O Southerners who want to understand them-

selves and to Northerners who would like
to fathom Southern psychology, W. J..Cash has
made an important contribution called “The Mind
of the South.”* This is a significant addition to
those hooks which the South has given the
nation’s readers in recent years—an addition
which helps to interpret those other books. Mr.
Cash is one of the exceptional persons who, for
purposes of study, can view their homeland with
calm detachment, analyze its traits, and write
about them unemotionally and well. -

That a psychological gulf still exists between
the Northern States and those that formed the
Confederacy is perceptible by even obtuse travel-
ers who cross Mason and Dixon’'s Line, but the
exact nature of the difference and its causes are
difficult to define. The late F. Scott Fitzgerald
once essayed a brief summary of the situation.
The North, according to him, is canine and the
South is feline.

Mr. Cash is much more specific and detailed.
Obviously, he has given much time to studying
the problem. As a native Southerner he had an
initial advantage for undertaking the study; and
having worked at times outside the South, he en-
joyed the additional advantage of having seen his
native region from an outside point of view. He
is now associate editor of The News of Charlotte,
N. C.

* * L

While readers in both South and North will
hardly accept all his generalizations, the skep-
tics will agree, no doubt, that he has shown
keen insight. Some of the qualities which he has
attributed to Southerners seem attributable in
more or less degree to all Americans, as contrast-
ed with Europeans. Regardless of differences of
opinion among readers, this book deserves careful
and widespread reading.

The volume is divided into three main sections.
All deal with “The Mind of the South”—first, “Its
origin and development in the old South”; second,
“Its curious career in the middle years,” and, fi-
nally, “Its survival, its n.odifications, and its op-
eration in our time.” As Mr. Cash's study ap-
proaches recent decades, it becomes progressively
more detailed, until it finally develops into a
broad picture of economic and social conditions
in the South today.

* #* » -

The author thinks that while there are “many
Souths,” there is also “one South,” which may be
“roughly delimited by the boundaries of the for-
mer Confederate States of America, but shading
over into some of the border States, notably Ken-
tucky, also.” This South, he believes, has “a fair-
ly definite mental pattern, associated with a
fairly definite social pattern.”

To portray and analyze this pattern Mr. Cash
needs many pages. His final summary, however,
gives an idea of his findings. He writes, “Proud,
brave, honorable by its lights, courteous, person-
ally generous, loyal, swift to act, often too swift,
but signally effective, sometimes terrible, in ita
action—such was the South at ite best. And such

*THE MIND OF THE SOUTH. By W.J. Cash. 42
pages. Alfred A. Knopf. §3.75.

BOOKS OF THE TIMES

By THOMAS C. LINN

at its best it remains today, despite the great fall-
ing away in some of its virtues.

‘“Violence, intolerance, aversion and suspicion
toward new ideas, an incapacity for analysis, an
inclination to act from feeling rather than from
thought, an exaggerated individualism and a too
narrow concept of social responsibility, attach-
ment to fictions and false values, above all, too
great attachment to racial values and a tendency
to justify cruelty and injustice in the name of
those values, sentimentality and a lack of realism
—these have been its characteristic vices in the
past. And, despite changes for the better, they

remain its characteristic vices today.”
»* #* *

In the light of these virtues and vices, as he
sees them, Mr. Cash interprets economic and
social conditions in the South today. It is a thor-
oughgoing interpretation, ranging from cotton
mill strikes and lynchings to contemporary South-
ern literature. These conditions, he beliéves. are
the logical outcome of modern events operating
on the old Southern pattern. SR

That pattern was formed, as Mr. Cash sees it,
by the conditions out of which the South.orig-
inally developed. For instance, one feature of
the pattern—marked individualism—was a sur-
vival of frontier life, which he thinks nearer in
time to the Southern planters than many ‘peo-
ple suppose. He dismisses the tradition of a pre-
Civil War South dominated by aristocratic de-
scendants of Cavaliers.

- While an aristocracy had had time to develop
in Virginia, according to Mr. Cash, by far the
greater part of the pre-war South began to
emerge from frontier conditions only with the
invention of the cotton gin. At the end of the
American Revolution “the vast back country of
the seaboard States’” was inhabited largely by
“the pioneer. breed.” The successful planters of
the time of the Civil War developed out of this
same pioneer stock that produced the poor
whites. It was ' this relatively recent pioneer
background which made the Southerner intensely
individualistic. The inheritance of individualism
persists to this day.

* * #*

So Mr. Cash goes on, picking out and analyz-
ing one after another of the Southern traits, even
to “the famous Southern manner.” Certainly, one
of the most provocative sections of the book deals
with what he calls “another great Southern char-
acteristic.” This is “the tendency toward unreal-
ity, toward romanticism, and, inintimate rela-
tion with that, toward hedonism.” The origins of
some of these traits still seem problematical and
soine of Mr. Cash’s arguments oversimplified.

The effect of the Civil War was not to change
the characteristic Southern mental pattern, ac-
cording to this book. “Rather, after the manner
of defensive wars in general and particularly
those fought against odds and with great stub-
bornness, it had operated enormously to fortify
and confirm that mind and will.”

Today Mr. Cash finds the old pattern still vial.
If it has broken down “in most intelligent quar-
ters,” its “power over the body of the South”
remains “tremendous, even conclusive.”

L
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Continued From Page One.

University of Texas, which honored
him with an invitation to. deliver
s/the commencement address. Leaving
JAustin, where his address was ac-
claimed as able and original, Mr.
Cash went to Mexico, accompanied
by his wife, and planned in the
Spanish-American countries to gath-
'er material for 2 book which he
hoped to make his masterpiece.

“Then came the sad tragedy, the
sudden snapping of the cord that
bound him to life. He was not
without friends in that country. His
reputation had preceded him. The
American Embassy felt privileged
to give welcome to his sorrowing
wife and to aid in seeing that
his ashes could be brought to rest
in his native Cleveland County, to

which he had brought distinction, to Mrs. Mary Ross Cash of Charlotte (center) last ni received the Mayflow i 5
it . e sacred mtive carin the halt of her Iste husband, Wilbur do° sh Cash. Kis book, “Tne Mind of the South> way fudged th
day ;” hten the justr;vill liece‘;’,g thel:r l(:les:t)liteli‘ary WOl'kt 0; tll;e year in I Carolina. Congratulating Mrs. Cash are Macon R. Dunnagan
everlating rewars. SN AR eft), who presented the award, ar . Hubert A. Royster of Ral i ;
brought honor to the State he loved.| and Historical Association. o ISISigh, new president of the State Literary
And tonight the award of the eup'=— " — w gy

to the author of ‘Mind of the South’

assures him a lasting place in North

Carolina’s Hall of Fame.”.







An Analysis Ut 1he Southern Vind

W. J..'Cash Writes Of Temperament, Customs And Philosophy Of The Region

THE MIND OF THE SOUTH. By W. J. Cash, Alfred
A. Knopf., New York. 429 pp. (With Index).
$3.75.

If all our histories could be written like this, there
would be little basis for the constant charge of dullness, of
lack of significance. For instead of names and dates and
all the surface show of our past, we would learn of the
basic—usually unspoken—hopes, prejudices, fears and fail-
ures of the men who were responsible for the churning
wheels of progress and the dead hand of recession. All of
this would probably shock us as well as inspire us; but
chiefly it would give us perspective with which to view
the problems of the present.

Writing historically W, J. Cash does just this. He tells
of the sweat and travail of the early frontiersmen, of the
invention of the cotton gin, of the happy but corroding
independence of the poor white families who couldn’t make
the economic grade, of the skillfully patronizing plantation
owner who still left his poorer brother his self-respect, of
the convenient Negro slave before the Civil War and of
the terrifying Negro competitor affer the Civil War, of the

belligerant pride of race and section born of a feeling of

inferiority that characterizes the South and of the attempts,
mostly failures, to ease the sometimes intolerable social
tensions through the explosive violence of lynch mobs.

We are introduced first to the real Southern aristo-
crat—a nouveau riche type who fought his way up by a
process of survival of the fittest from the lowly immigrant,
acquired hundreds of acres of land, dozens of slaves and
the trader’s ability to strike a hard bargain for his cotton.
We are introduced also to the men who failed in the sur-
vival process—the poor whites. These retired to the back-
woods, existed on what they could scratch from the poor
soil and basked in the reflected glory of their more pushing
relatives and fellow immigrants. They were essentially sim-
ple people, Cash points out, “perhaps as simple a type as
Western ecivilization has produced in modern times.”

Basically the poor white was an individualist and since
he had none of the world’s goods with which to show off,
he asserted himself in puerile demonstrations of physical
prowess, of his gbility to be a “hell of a fellow.” Tied with
this, says Cash, is an incurable romanticism born chiefly of
his simple nature. For a simple mind *“necessarily lacks
the knowledge and the habit of skepticism essential to any
generally realistic attitude.”

These two traits, romanticism and individualism, have
a direct bearing on the Southerner’s penchant, now as then,
to resolve many of his doubts and difficulties either in the
determination not to see trouble or in violence to relieve
his feeling of worry about it.

But the poor Southerner of ante-bellum times was
unique in that his failure to make the grade economically
did not carry with it the usual penalty of subservience.
Poor whites were ignored by the economic system. The
manual work was done by slaves and the surplus whites
were just not needed.

Into this brittle relationship, the Civil War and Recon-
struction exploded. The fact that overnght, almost, the Ne-
gro became a competitor in the struggle for money (which
recognized no race lines) had a curious effect. Though the
poor white’s interests did not lie with the planter class, he
nevertheless joined his standard out of pure hate for the
Negro.

A partial temporary solution to the problem of surplus
labor, Negro and white, which plagued the South after the
war was found in the establishment of the cotton mills.
Communities undertook as a project the construction of a
mill for the sole purpose, not of making money, but of pro-
viding employment, “which, by common agreement, should
be closed to the Negro.”

Because of the paternalistic cooperative element in the
cotton mill’s inception (however much this might change
later) class consciousness was deferred still further. Per-

W. J. Cash
Associate Editor of The Charlotfe News

haps primarily, Cash indicates, it was the experience of fab-
ulously high wages during the World War which made the
mill worker dissatisfied with his lot and led, along with
other factors, to the Gastonia strikes and other labor dis-
turbances. Though failures, these strikes pointed dramatic-
ally to the fact that the unthinkable in social relations was
at last becoming thinkable.

The problem of surplus labor, of poverty still exists
today. Cash comments that though in recent years leader-
ship has developed on a heartening scale—he mentions the
Chapel Hill sociologists, liberal newspaper editors, and min-
jsters—“this leadership was almost wholly unarticulated
with the body of the South. If the people of the region were
not entirely unaffected by what the men who represented
the new analytical and enquiring spirit were doing, they
were still affected by it only remotely and sporadically.”
For this he blames the politicians. North Carolina’s Josiah
Bailey, “who directs his efforts mostly to pleasing the con-
servative large landowners and the industrial and com-
mercial interests,” and Robert Rice Reynolds “posing as the
great champion of the people, but doing nothing for them
. « . are the typical examples.

Solutions to the South’s problems may be difficult,
Cash says, but you can’t even start towards solving them
until the leaders of the section are “willing to face them
fully and in all their implications, to arouse the people to
them, and to try to evolve a comprehensive and adequate
means for coping with them.” _

Though apologies in reviews are usually futile, we
would like to -emphasize that any summary of the book
cannot possibly convey the true richness of its con-
tents. Essentially it is big and sprawling, at times digres-
sive. But it is the South for all that—a biography which
for all its muckraking, igs also constructive. Southerners
will learn a lot about themselves from this book.—J. A. C.
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