Was Jackson a vicious
Serson ot just a product
of his ime?

By Carl Byker

¥TER HIs pastor came
under  attack last week
and before his historic
speech on Tuesday, Ba-
A _B rack Obame put his finger
on the crux of the issue: “We've got a
tragic history when it comnes toracein
this country,” he said: “We've got alot
of pent-up anger and bitterness and
misunderstanding.”
Recently, ] spent most cf a yearin
one of the places where such emotions
have created the “racial stalemate”
that Obama spoke of Tuesday. Iwasin
Tennessee making a PBS biography of
President Andrew Jackson, and while
we were filming at the Hermitags,
Jackson's home and plantation out-
cide Nashville, T discovered that the
exhibits were being updated. One
thing being changed was Low slavery
. was discussed.

For decades, the 200,600 §chool
kids, retirees and vacationing families
who. visit the Hermitege each year

“have been told that Jackson was a
“gpod slave owner.” The historical jus-
tification for this description was that

. Jackson did not sadistically abuse his
slaves or sell their children.

But today, there's little support
among historians for any “good slave
owner” designation. In Jackson's case,
the fact is that he owned more than
140 humean beings. And as historian
Bobby Lovett of Tennessee State Uni-
vergity puts it “To enslave another
huinan being, you carw't be 2’ gobd per-
son. You have to be a pretty tough, vi-

.. cious, mean Person to hold another
person or another 140 people in slav-
ery for all of their lives.”

And s0,1n 2007, the Hermitage be-
gan focusing on how brutal and hope-
jess the lHves of the slaves who lived
there were, instead of on how “good”

their master was. And that’s when
things started to get ugly.

For years, Dave MoArdle loved
dressing up as Andrew Jackson, and

- visitors to the Hermitage delightedin

ncArdie's folksy way of bringing “Old
Hickory? to life. MeArdle is also the
_spitting image of Jackson, and we cast
him as Jackson in our fiim. But just af-
ter wwe fnishéd shooting, startiing
news arrived: McArdle had resigned
from the job he loved — the job for
which he was seemingly born — be-
eanse he refused to work for an organi-
- gzation that made Jackson look bad
because he owned slaves.
Soon. sfter, we found out that
Meardle held something close fo the
majority view in Tennessee, Our PBS

biography of Jackson, which shared

the Hermitage's new approach 1o slav-
ery, has been attacked by white Ten-
nesseans at screenings, in letters 1o
newspepers and e-mails to PBS sta-
tions. One viewer wrote: ‘T am oul-
raged at the way you and professor
Bobby Lovett, who appeers in your
show, portrey Jackson's ownership of
slaves as ‘evil’ That kind of thinking is
what I call“present-ism,” applying the
standards of today to Americans who
iived in the past.”

And there it is. Biiterness and
misunderstanding. A racial stele-
mate. Lovett is black, and Tl hazard &
guess that most black Armericans
would consider his staternent that it
tekes a “vicious, mean person” to-en-
slave another person for their entire
life pretty obvious.

"Byt it's not so obvious to many
white Americans. Even the lead aca-
demic advisor to our film, Daniel
Feller of the University of Tennessee,
doesn't think it’s fair to see all slave-

holders as “vicious, mean” people. -

“Slavery needs to be addressed, but
with a certain humility,” Feller says,
“hecause to me, the true understand-
ing- of higtory comes at that point
where you stop looking at people in
the past and saying, ‘Look at what
those bad people did. I wouldn't have
done that, snd start saying, "Well,

ry’s sl
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under those circumstances, maybe 1.

would have.” :

That’s & worthwhile point o
make — that most people throughout
history can't just be calegorized as
good or &vil; for the most part, theyre
just trying to get by as best they can
with the hand they've been dealt.

And you can see why this argu-
ment appeals to some white Amerl-
cang. After all, they don't think it's fair
5 have our nation’s great accomplish-

‘ments besmirched by a flood of re-

criminations over something that was
& common practice 150 years ago. But
it’g also no surprise that the same ar-
gumenit infuriates blacks. After all,
glavery and the 100 years of segrega-
tion that followed were truly horrible,
and why can't white Amnerica just stop
with the excuses? -

Ciiven how deep. the misunder-
standing is, maybe our big problem is
not that we dowt telk about race
enough but that we never talk about it
in ways that will bridgethe divide.

Perhaps white Arsericans should

ask themseives: “What would it have |

been like to work 365 days a year from
sunrise to fnidnight, with no hope oia
petter life? And to see my children hv-
ing exactly the same nightmare.” And
perhaps black Americans cughttoask
themselves: “If I were a white South-
erner before the Civil War, would 1
have owned slaves if it meant a better
Yife for my family? And would-that
have made me irredeemably evil?”
Throughott our history, Ameri-
cans have been too angry and bitter to
have this kind of honest, thoughtful
national conversation. But I'think it's
time forus to get past our anger—and
not just because Obama 58ys we
should. After years of making histori-
cal documentaries, Pmeonvinced that
the most important thing about com-
ing to grips with our past is that it en-
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ables us to figure out who wewant fo |

be in the fubure.

CanL BYRER is the prb‘dw:e:r of
“sndrew Jackson: Good, Evil and the
Presidency.”
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