“From Sweet Ice Tea to What We Think Happened:  The Challenges, Pleasures, and Rewards of Writing a ‘Popular’ History Column”

by William E. Ellis

I retired in 1999 after teaching at Eastern Kentucky University for 29 years.  Retirement is a wonderful occupation.  I have never been bored.  In those eleven plus years, I have published three history books, and traveled with my wife to distant places we never envisioned we would visit early in our now 51 plus years of marriage.  With family, church, fishing, golf, and other activities to fill up my life, why write a monthly column?  On the other hand, I always had in the back of my mind writing some type of monthly article.  But where?


In November 2001, I began writing a column, titled “Past Tense/Present Tense,” for Kentucky Monthly magazine.  


For over thirty years I had submitted items to newspapers about history or op/ed pieces to newspapers, but always in the back of my mind I have been a teacher, first and foremost.  Teaching is an art.  My column has given me the opportunity to teach in a way that is fulfilling and challenging.  Limited to about 900 words or so each month presents a challenge.  There is no room for verbosity, or the ramblings of an academic paper. 


 As described by Editor and Publisher Stephen M. Vest, Kentucky Monthly is a “regional, general interest magazine about Kentucky and Kentuckians.  We are one of 35 statewide magazines in the United States.”   With a circulation of over 40,000, the readership is estimated at more than 130,000 individuals.  Who reads Kentucky Monthly?  Vest said that “like all magazines, we have more female readers than male.”  The range of ages is generally between 45 and 65, most are college educated and relatively “affluent.”  “Roughly 10 percent of our readers are out of state and we have readers in all 50 states and a dozen foreign countries,” he explained.  Who pays the bills?  Vest maintained advertising and paid subscriptions are “equally important.  “We get more income from advertising, but the advertisers are drawn by the amount of readers.”  (Steve Vest to author, email June 28, 2011.)


Kentucky Monthly [in 2009 the issues were reduced to ten annually with one for June and July and one for December and January] follows themes with each issue which vary from year to year.  For example, these might be generally devoted to food, home and garden, back to campus, bourbon and performing arts, a reader issue, a literary issue, celebrations, etc.  There is sometimes an issue devoted to the Kentucky Derby, the World Equestrian Games, or the P.G.A. tournament at Valhalla Golf Club or other such annual or occasional events in Kentucky.  Other regular writers include the subjects of  the outdoors, travel within the state, gardening, and an end column by the editor/publisher Vest.   


 What is my methodology?  I follow the KISS (Keep It Simple Stupid) method.  First, a catchy title is important. A few examples include, “Anacondas in my Attic,” “Murder, Vengeance, and Meaning,” “Errata! Errata! Sins of the Historian,” “Tribalism in the World Today,” “Abraham Lincoln was ‘Assignated’, and other things I learned from students,” “The Winter of Our Discontent,” “The World is Unpredictable, Dangerous: Can I Come Out of my Hole yet?,” and “ ‘If It Flies It Dies’:  Americans as Sloganeers,” to name just a few.  

As in a short story, I try to open with a “hook” that will immediately draw in the reader.   I have learned to write one sentence paragraphs, the bane of the trained historian, in order to keep the narrative moving.  I try to write as if I was telling a story on the reader’s front porch or in their den in a conversational manner, anticipating their questions.

In these columns I mix a small amount of boosterism (after all this is called Kentucky Monthly), with a smidgen of irony, my generally progressive philosophy, along with facts and figures into a readable informational essay.  I hope always for the teachable moment that we teachers all crave.  

Rarely does one of my columns fit the monthly issue theme.  I have been given the leeway to write about what I want to, but I have self-imposed limits.  At nearly 72 years of age I have to admit to certain predilections, predispositions, and prejudices.  I am a moderate evangelical Baptist.  I believe in evolution and oppose mandating creationism or equal time biblical creation in public school instruction, for example. A somewhat “Blue Dog” Democrat, I have occasionally voted for a Republican, but generally consider myself slightly left of center politically.   I am a non-veteran who is pro-veteran but generally anti-war.  I grew up in a working-class family and know how to weld and work with my hands.  I grow a vegetable garden each summer and volunteer to drive sixteen penny nails each year in a house-building project in Appalachia.  The only bumper sticker you will see on my car is “Separation of church and state is good for both.”  

I don’t want to turn off readers with a typical op/ed approach.  I attempt not to offend a wide readership but gently prick their consciences.  For example, in an article ostensibly about the South’s “Peculiar Institution” of the pre-Civil War days, I abruptly turned to the growing problem of modern slavery not only in the world but even in Kentucky.  

I try to carefully choose my subjects.  I usually write my columns several months ahead of publication, so I cannot be apropos of any given day’s news.   Loving fiction I have written about such Kentucky authors as Walter Tevis, Irvin S. Cobb, and others.  

Let me read you a sample column which was my reaction to an ongoing controversy in Kentucky.  

Kentucky Monthly, Past Tense/Present Tense  June 2005

Jefferson Davis, Monuments, and History by William E. Ellis


On a rainy day last February my wife and I visited Beauvoir, the last home of the Confederate States of America's only president, Jefferson Davis, located in Biloxi, Mississippi.

William Faulkner's epigram,  "The past is not dead, it is not even past," is never more true than when America's Civil War - at once our greatest triumph and most appalling tragedy - becomes the center of public debate.

First, I have to admit to a "southern" upbringing in all of its finest and worst aspects.

In the darkness of late 1940s and 1950s movie houses I pulled for the Confederates as they fought the Yankees in the popular films of the day.  I recall wearing a Confederate cap while traversing the Gettysburg battlefield about the age of 10 and being taunted by some "Yankee" kids.  

I went to segregated schools, lived in a segregated community, and only had my first taste of integration when I took my first teaching and coaching job at Harrodsburg High School in 1962.


I think I have grown over the years, harboring no ill will toward African Americans and hardly any toward Yankees.  

I learned that twice as many Kentuckians fought for the Union as for the Confederacy.  In many ways Kentucky became more "southern" after the Civil War, i.e., most of our leadership came from the ranks of Confederate veterans and our culture, agriculture, and industry inclined southward.

What do we make of the legacy of Jefferson Davis and his Confederate brethren?  Born in Fairview, Kentucky, in 1808, Davis grew up in Mississippi, graduated from the U.S. Military Academy, fought in the Mexican War, and later served as secretary of war and in the U.S. Senate.  If he had died before 1860 he would have been remembered as a heroic if not great American of the antebellum era.


In some ways his life paralleled that of another native son, Abraham Lincoln.  Both suffered the loss of an early first love and the agony of a young son dying during the war years.  Whereas, Lincoln became the ultimate martyr to a cause, dying at the end of the war, Davis suffered the ignominy of imprisonment for two years and loss of his civil rights. 

Davis lived to the ripe old age of 81.  Though never finding financial stability, he did write his own views of the war in The Rise and Fall of Confederate Government.  


The victors write history.  Davis' Yankee detractors told the tale that he tried to escape at the end of the war by wearing women's clothing.  The truth is, in the heat of flight, his wife Varina's overcoat was mistakenly placed over his shoulders by a servant.


As a leader, was Davis comparable to Lincoln?  I will leave that to the experts.  For example, read an excellent interview with scholars William J. Cooper, Jr. and Charles P. Roland on this subject in the Autumn 2003 issue of The Register of the Kentucky Historical Society.


Ironically, in order to bring the disparate seceding states together, Davis tried to centralize control and administration against the willful localism of state leaders.  He failed.  Neither was he as fortunate as Lincoln in his subordinate military commanders.    


 I am comfortable with the South's past, my past, and fully aware that Faulkner was right.  Each generation, in effect, rewrites history, revising the past sometimes beyond what contemporaries would recognize.  Old wounds are not easily healed nor are historical controversies easily laid to rest. 


 It baffles me why some individuals and groups want to demean history by expunging slaveholders and Confederate veterans from the historical record.  Monuments are as much a part of our history as the people they commemorate.


If we don't like the cause we must honor the fallen and those who believed in the cause.  Can we not honor the Vietnam veteran even if we didn't believe in that war?  Can not the person who opposes the current war in Iraq still honor the veterans of that ongoing conflict?


The efforts to remove Davis' statue from the halls of the State Capitol or The Confederate Monument on Third Street in Louisville are misguided.  As renowned Western Kentucky University historian Lowell H. Harrison said in a recent interview: Davis "was a man of responsibility, a man of honor as he saw things.  Who knows what a generation a hundred years from now will say about the way we see things today.  They may decide that we were just as blind as some people say Jefferson Davis was.  You have to judge people as nearly as possible in the context of their times and not from our viewpoint."

 
 I do not believe that the Davis statue and the Third Street memorial should be removed from public display.  Nor do I think the Confederate battle flag should be publicly displayed.  

The "so-called rebel flag" flown today is a modification of the Confederate battle flag, which was never adopted by the Confederate Congress and has only recently evolved from its original square shape to one that is oblong.  It is more provocative than evocative the events of the 1860s.  For more information see the authoritative Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, p. 685.

The Confederate monuments in Kentucky courthouse squares are old.  Keep them under repair, but build no new ones. 

If we are going to build monuments today, they should be for the common man and woman, the service men and women and their families, who are bearing the brunt of our 21st century wars.  

Build no new monuments for "leaders," because the days of obeisance to the "great man" theory of history are over.  The Vietnam memorial in Frankfort is the template for what our monuments should be today.


More about reactions to this column below.

Like many writers, I generally “overwrite,” giving a sharper opinion than I really mean to.  My wife Charlotte, my best critic, will generally tone me down with a “you can’t say that” comment. I have others, including my son, other writers, historians, newspaper people, etc., proof my work before I send it into Kentucky Monthly.

  I try not to be hurtful or hateful. I take particular care not to attack our most vulnerable citizens and write about women, minorities, and children in a positive way.  Politicians, past and present, however, are another matter.  Celebrities are also in my gunsights.  (I might tell private joke about Rush Limbaugh as the epitome the second half of an old American aphorism, crème rises to the top but other stuff floats as well).  

So, what else do I write about?  Not knowing about and/or caring much about such popular Kentucky subjects as horseracing, bourbon, NASCAR, or UK  or U of L basketball in a state where these are front page items, I leave these stories to others.  I prefer instead to dispel such myths as Kentucky being an entirely “Southern” state.  First, more than twice as many men joined the Union army during the Civil War than the Confederacy.  Second, Kentucky is not a “right to work” state.  Third, although its pre-1954 racial mores followed that of the Southern “color line,” the commonwealth more painlessly integrated its public facilities and schools than did states to the south.  Moreover, the lead lawyer in the desegregation process in the Louisville-Jefferson County and Lexington-Fayette County school systems echoed studies indicating Kentucky now has the most racially integrated schools in the nation.  (Robert A. Sedler, “The Louisville-Jefferson County Desegregation Case: A Lawyer’s Retrospective,” Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 105 (Winter 2007), fn, pages 3-4.

Some columns are predictable because, after all, I am a historian.  I wrote about the 150th anniversary of the beginning of the Civil War for the April, 2011 issue and the tenth anniversary of 9/11 for the September 2011 issue.  I try to find ways to make the “Past Tense/Present Tense” motif fit most columns.  For example, early in the wake of 9/11, I defended Admiral Husband Kimmel, a Kentuckian by birth and early education, who took the blame for the attack at Pearl Harbor, asking why he had not been officially exonerated and returned to his pre-Pearl Harbor rank when no one had really been treated as he was for the failure to stop the 9/11 terrorists.  


I have the opportunity to be sometimes frivolous.  In one piece I explicated the wonders of sweet ice tea.  Everyone knows a southerner never says “iced” as do Yankees.  Although several readers emailed their appreciation one lady took me to task for writing about such a subject in such tremulous times.  I explained to her that I often wrote about serious subjects and felt that both I and my readers needed a respite from the tragic news of the time.  Another time, I (tongue-in-cheek) wrote about the tribulations and vicissitudes of being red-headed and left-handed in “Red-headed lefthanders of the world, Unite!”

I return to the subject of humor from time to time.  I defend humor as one of the saving graces of humankind in an increasingly madding world.  Humor can be both healing as well as harmful.  As a consequence I have developed a talk on humor that I have given in venues ranging from a Sunday morning Baptist church service, to retired teachers at the public school and university levels, to local  historical societies, to cancer survivor organizations, and service clubs of various kinds.  I am now researching a book, “ ‘Does Your Dog Bite?’: Kentucky as a Crossroads of Humor.”  


I am particularly interested in survivorship, both individually and as a society.  One column, “What Do We Do When the Lights Go Out?” explored the human reactions to such disasters as Katrina or tornadoes.  I explained, as do most experts, that we all need to be prepared as best we can for such eventualities.  I even ventured to say that we all have the right to defend ourselves, with firearms if necessary, on our own property.  Most readers agreed with me.  One gentleman invited me to join his paramilitary organization.  I respectfully declined in a brief one sentence reply thanking him for his interest in my column. 


The strongest anti-Bill Ellis remarks came from the article read above, “Jefferson Davis, Monuments, and History.”  Two readers took me to task, one obviously who has been a liberal all of her life.  I think she misread my column.  Anyhow, she ended her scolding by exclaiming, “While you do not think the Confederate flag should be publicly displayed, I’d bet a dollar to a donut that you have one on the wall of your den.”  (KM, July 2005, page 6) 

Generally though, I have the greatest respect for the opinions of my readers.  One of my closest critics was a former high school teaching colleague, since deceased, who would email short critiques on occasion.  When he said of one column, “best damn one yet,” I took that as a great compliment.   On the other hand, occasionally a reader will misread my intent.  On reader, who generally agreed with one of my columns about modern politics, continuously emailed me about his political concerns, until I finally had to ask that we cease communication when we came to an irreconcilable difference.


How do I keep connected with the reading public?  I don’t have a web site, blog, nor do I have a facebook account or twitter.  To use the old statement: “I get cards and letters,” and have email contact with readers.   I sometimes meet individuals in public who will recognize me from the picture that accompanies each column.  Occasionally in a public place someone will say, “Aren’t you Bill Ellis?”  My standard reply “Not if I owe you money” usually gets a chuckle, and then we ordinarily have a good conversation about the column.  Sometimes I am given constructive criticism and ideas for future columns.  The most gratifying words from a reader are “I read your column every month” or “I turn to your column before I look at anything else in Kentucky Monthly.”


Finally, what do I receive in compensation for all of this work, the sometimes kind and infrequent biting criticism?  All things considered, including years of study, teaching, and the collecting of materials, I figure (remember I am a liberal arts guy, not a math or accounting major), probably somewhere about the minimum wage, maybe even less.  So this is a not for profit venture.  My wife and I have a couple of dinners each month from the proceeds of my “popular” history column.  I like to think of it as a public service. 


And, like most writers, I have to admit I enjoy seeing my name in print.
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