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Introduction

In vain, great-hearted Kublai, shall I attempt to describe Zaira, 
city of high bastions. I could tell you how many steps make up 
the streets rising like stairways, and the degree of the arcades’ 
curves, and what kind of zinc scales cover the roofs; but I 
already know this would be the same as telling you nothing. 
The city does not consist of this, but of relationships between 
the measurements of its space and the events of its past . . .
Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (1974)

The town of Union1 lies at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains in cen-
tral Virginia. Before beginning my research there, I was given careful 
instructions to drive slowly as I approached the community. “It’s so small 
and unassuming,” I was told, “if you blink you’ll miss it.” The brick and 
wood-frame homes that make up Union are far enough apart that pass-
ersby see more trees and greenery than brick or mortar, but the houses 
that are visible from the road are a mixture of old and new. Dilapidated, 
century-old frame houses slowly decay into overgrowth beside carefully 
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restored homes that sport trimmed hedges and long, private driveways, 
these standing beside newer prefabricated or cinderblock homes flanked 
by small vegetable gardens and work sheds. Union Road, the main artery 
through the community, is a two-lane country road that winds gently 
through the rolling hills before finally spilling into a heavily trafficked 
highway in a fast-growing and increasingly urban area.

To Union residents, these places are not empty of meaning. Indeed, 
each of the descriptions above—the homes, the winding road, the dilap-
idated frames—evokes memories, opinions, an emotional response. 
Although to an outsider Union may appear to be an unremarkable semi-
rural community, like Calvino’s Zaira it cannot be understood without 
a grasp of the interrelationship among residents, the space, and their 
collective history: the social relationships that produce—and are pro-
duced by—Union. To those who live and act in and around Union, the 
interrelationship among people, history and space transforms this place 
from a series of houses that could be missed by the blink of an eye into a 
distinct place: homes laid out in a particular pattern as a result of histori-
cal circumstances and creating a specific dynamic, a community shaped 
by intricate social relationships and events—experienced through the 
histories that residents narrate about these relationships and events.

In 1999 Union, Virginia, was federally recognized as a Historic District 
under the category “Ethnic Heritage—Black.” To celebrate its recogni-
tion, the Union Community Association organized an unveiling cer-
emony for the historic highway marker. Since that recognition, Piedmont 
County officials began hailing Union as a “model community” and zoned 
it to prevent rapid new construction. Some residents adopted the official 
lingo, declaring with some pride that they live in a “historically black 
community.” But while the term “community” seems to permeate every 
discussion about Union, it is far from clear what community means—
and to whom. Does community refer to a group of people? To a physical 
landscape? To some combination of the two? While the term “commu-
nity” might connote a cohesive social unit bound by a defined physical 
landscape, the reality differs significantly from this image.
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Given the fact that Union has been home to a racially mixed popula-
tion since at least the late 19th century, calling it “historically black” poses 
some curious existential questions to many of the black residents who 
currently live there. Union’s identity as a “historically black community” 
encourages us to see this place as a monochromatic and monohistoric 
landscape, effectively erasing both old-timer white residents and new-
comer black residents. This book examines the ways in which differ-
ent groups of residents think and speak about “community” and how 
they map those ideas onto their homeplace. The result is a multilayered, 
multitextured ethnography of community, and an invitation to a public 
conversation about the dynamic ways in which race, space, and history 
inform our experiences and understanding of community. At its core this 
book offers an examination of the concept of community in the United 
States: how communities are experienced and understood, the complex 
relationship between human beings and their social and physical land-
scapes . . . and how the term is sometimes conjured to feign cohesiveness 
that may not actually exist. It argues that in the United States, race, space, 
and history form the scaffolding on which we construct our understand-
ing of community. As a construct, community could potentially envelop 
endless combinations of racial identities, historical sensibilities, and rela-
tions to the physical landscape. And yet the term is more frequently used 
to gloss an oversimplified perspective of race, history, and space. Such a 
perspective conceals much of the richness (and contention) of lived real-
ity in the United States both today and in the past, and allows Americans 
to avoid an important conversation about the complex and unfolding 
nature of community.

In the United States the deep entanglement of history, space, and race 
can be seen in practically every expression of the idea of community in 
daily interactions, popular culture, the evening news, and current aca-
demic scholarship.2 Indeed, much of the vast body of literature that theo-
rizes about the meanings and significances of community (see Delanty 
[2009] for a survey of this literature) frequently focuses on one or more 
of these three components—history, space or race—but only infrequently 
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has the very intersection among all three been recognized as a meaning-
ful point of departure for making sense of how community is shaped and 
experienced in this country today.3

Identifying Union as a “historically black community” not only casts 
an image of a monochromatic, monohistoric landscape, it also masks the 
fact that in this settlement neither racial identity nor historicity—nor 
even the physical boundaries of the community—are fixed. Instead, as 
was all too obvious in the unveiling ceremony for the Union historic 
highway marker, blackness is conflated with the past and fused to a spe-
cific locale: black residents have become physical embodiments of history 
and thus confirm with their presence Union’s status as both historical and 
black. Whiteness, on the other hand, escapes such definition, so while 
newcomer white residents are easily able to take on the role of preservers 
of history, old-timer white residents are rendered entirely invisible. Local 
productions of race, space, and history in Union are far richer than the 
official history lets on, and the voices of some residents are silenced at 
the very moment that their stories are told.

This book, then, is a quest to understand the inflections that race, 
space, and history have on people’s experiences and understandings of 
community. This attempt to get at the three underpinnings of community 
is the result of fieldwork conducted in the small central Virginia town 
of Union. The goal of this work is not to disentangle space, history, or 
race as three separate categories but, on the contrary, to investigate how 
together they form a powerful triad shaping Americans’ everyday experi-
ences and understandings of community.

The data for this book were collected through ethnographic and archi-
val fieldwork that I conducted in and around Union. During my time 
in the field, I learned from residents about their work, their lives, their 
histories, the things they consider important and the things they do not, 
how they think about their communities (and about the idea of commu-
nity in general), and how they relate to the place they call home. Arriving 
on the scene just after Union gained official recognition as a Historic 
District, I had the opportunity to witness the disparate nature of people’s 
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experiences of community through the imbrication of race/space/history 
in their daily lives and how these experiences were reframed through the 
state’s own definition of these terms. Each of the chapters that follows 
approaches this triad from a different angle, together creating a three-
dimensional approach to the study of community as it unfolds in Union.

Introducing Union

As I drive along the old familiar road heading to Ms. Peters’s house fourteen 
years after my first introduction to this town, I note how little has changed 
since the first time I visited the community. I wind around a curve on Union 
Road—the first one I would consider being in Union—and notice that the 
Nolans have already planted this year’s corn. The new stalks are edging over 
the fence and I smile as I think of the still spry Ms. Nolan (though well into 
her eighties) excitedly recalling a long-ago trip to Graceland, or a visit with 
her beloved grandchildren. In a moment I pass by Mr. Gaines’s home. He 
passed away a few years ago, but the old brick home still looks the same and 
even his trusted ride-lawnmower is still parked by the side entrance. Some-
one is living in the house . . . a grandson or nephew, I guess.

And there, on the left, is Mr. Lawson’s beautifully restored home. An 
American flag gently waves over a white gravel driveway. I try to imagine 
what the house might have looked like when Mr. Lawson first bought it 
some 20 years ago. Already nearly a century old, the house had belonged 
to the Greenes, one of Union’s old white families—and though they had 
been relatively secure financially, the careful attention that Mr. Lawson 
lavished on the house meant that the restored version was very likely far 
more elegant and grand than the original had ever been. No one is out-
side any of the houses I drive by. It is a work day—and, besides, people 
don’t really spend time on the side of the homes facing Union Road. The 
traffic is too fast, and most neighbors prefer their side or backyards when 
they spend time outdoors.

At the community’s single intersection, I’m surprised to see that the 
old church, Mt. Zion, is looking more rundown than I had ever seen it 
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before. The white paint is peeling off the wide wood panels, and weeds 
have overtaken the narrow strip of grass that surrounds the building. It 
had been nearly ten years since the congregation outgrew the 100-seat 
sanctuary and began worshipping elsewhere, but as I take note of the 
decay—and the small “For Sale” sign beside the front doors—I wonder 
what Mr. Gaines would have said. I imagine him sending me a knowing 
look and smirk, as if to confirm his suspicion that the building would 
eventually be abandoned. In a moment I will arrive at Ms. Peters’s small 
house, which for me marks the far end of Union, and I realize that to me, 
too, Union is an embodied set of relationships. From the moment I turned 
the first curve (a little too quickly, as usual), my body has been following 
its own familiar path through the community. My head turned—and my 
thoughts followed—in the same directions it always does. Over the years 
of traveling down this road and building relationships with some of the 
neighbors, I too have developed an embodied relationship to this place. 
My eyes fix on the same homes they always do—those that mean some-
thing to me—and I inadvertently gloss over those that do not. And what 
I see is not so much the physical materiality of the space, but the social 
relationships that the materials (and the spaces between them) signify.

Union does not easily lend itself to finite socio-geographic categories. 
It is a town to some, a neighborhood to others, a village or suburb to oth-
ers still. It is historic according to the state and some of its residents. But 
it is also not historic to other residents and, in other contexts, also not 
historic to the state. To make matters more confusing, those who do con-
sider Union to be historic generally agree that those residents who do not 
consider it historic are in fact the very link to Union’s historic-ness. And 
despite these apparent contradictions, Union is not a place where defini-
tions of history and space are being actively hashed out. Rather, most of 
Union’s residents go about their daily lives with very little thought about 
its historic-ness (or lack thereof), and with very little contact among one 
another, coming together only at ritualized moments to communally 
celebrate what each believes Union to be: their neighborhood/village/
town, a historic/not historic community. Union.
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And so, I embark on the tricky task of laying before you Union, a place 
that (like many others) is borne by the interrelationship among history, 
space, and race, a place that seems to resist simple spatial and temporal 
categorization, and that became for me more elusive and less definable 
the more I came to know it.

Perhaps the most important event in bringing Union to local public 
attention was its official recognition by the National Register of Historic 
Places as a “historically black community.” Each of the terms by which 
the NRHP’s official narrative identifies Union—“historical,” “black,” and 
“community”—gives pause to those who know the community. Whether 
it is “historical” is up for debate. There is no question that Union has 
never been exclusively (or even predominantly) black, although African 
American residents have certainly lived in Union for perhaps two cen-
turies. And the disparate lives of the residents challenge what is meant 
by “community.” As I worked in Union, it was this very term, “histori-
cally black community,” that led me to formulate the questions that lay 
at the center of my research: What makes Union “historical”? How (and 
by whom) was it defined as black? And in what way is the term “com-
munity” employed to describe (and ultimately experience) this place? 
Union was officially identified by the National Register of Historic 
Places (NRHP) as a Historic District under the category “Ethnic Heri-
tage—Black.” According to the NRHP nomination papers, Union was 
“founded by freed black slaves shortly after the Civil War.” Two fami-
lies in particular—the Marshalls and the Farradays—were identified as 
Union’s founders, and the text notes that the settlement is still inhabited 
by some of their descendants. The nomination papers submitted to the 
NRHP portray Union as a place that encapsulates a moment in African 
American history, demonstrating not unusual or outstanding phenom-
ena, but rather a presumably “typical” example of African-American 
experiences and lifeways in the region during the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. Union, the nomination papers explain, is “one of the 
few remaining black communities established in [Piedmont County] 
after the Civil War.”
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A fairly lengthy history of Union, as recounted in the NRHP nomina-
tion papers, can be summarized as follows:

Union, Virginia, is located at the intersection of what had once been four 
slave-owning plantations. Some of the people who labored as slaves on 
these plantations did not reside on the plantation, but rather lived in 
houses outside the plantation. Legally, these tracts were owned by the 
nearby planters (federal law at this time prohibited enslaved people from 
owning property), but they were considered independent of the planta-
tions themselves, and generally viewed as the homeplaces of the Afri-
can American families who lived on them. In the late 19th century, after 
the Civil War ended and slavery was officially abandoned (in all cases 
except incarceration), four of the local African American families felt it 
was important to become the legal owners of their homes. Impoverished, 
these families could not buy the property outright, but were able to pool 
their resources and trade the labor of the men in the family for a deed to 

Dilapidated home on Union Road. Photo by Larnell Flannagan.
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the land. Eventually, all four families were able to gain legal ownership of 
their land and homes.

A lot was changing in Virginia at the end of the 19th century, during the 
periods often identified as “post-bellum” and “Reconstruction.” Black and 
white folks were moving around the Commonwealth (and the country) in an 
effort to cope with the new economic conditions that resulted from emanci-
pation; people were reconfiguring their understanding of what race meant 
and the nature of their relationship to one another; and in the place about to 
be named Union, white merchants began living alongside the black residents. 
I have not heard anyone (or read anything) that describes this period in Union 
as harmonic or equitable, but the few commercial enterprises that opened in 
Union at this time (a post office, a dry goods store, a train station, and—for a 
short period—a mine) serviced all local residents. In 1871 Union’s black resi-
dents once again banded together, this time to construct a church building to 
provide a permanent home for the congregation that had been holding ser-
vices outdoors for many years. White residents established their own church, 
and in an ironic manner so typical of the American South, the tiny village of 
Union could be described as a segregated but thriving community.

Perhaps the most significant factors in Union’s 20th century configu-
ration were the advent of the car and the construction of a neighbor-
ing highway that led directly to the nearby town of Riverton. These two 
conditions portended Union’s transformation from an independent, rural 
agricultural community to being part of a rural/suburban bedroom com-
munity. Gradually Union’s commercial enterprises closed, and residents 
became increasingly reliant on Riverton for commerce, employment, and, 
when they could afford it, entertainment.

By 2000 (a year after historic recognition was conferred on Union), 
it was difficult to delineate where Union ended and the rest of greater 
Riverton began. The post office, which had been the catalyst for assigning 
Union a unique name (letter writers would need to identify a place name 
in the address), had long since closed, many residents (especially younger 
ones) moved away, and “Union” became primarily a reference to the road 
that cut through the town.
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My work in Union began primarily as a result of its historical rec-
ognition. In 2000 I was hired as an intern by a local research institute 
to produce a public archive of materials related to Union’s history. My 
task was to identify and compile materials from various archival sources 
(libraries, historical societies, governmental offices, and private collec-
tions), enhance these with a series of oral histories that I was to conduct 
with residents descending from the original founding families, and make 
them available to the public. Over the course of the summer I was able to 
collect more material than I could curate in one season, and we decided 
to extend the project for a second summer in 2001.

By this time a set of experiences hinted that a complex set of power 
relations was enfolded into Union’s recognition as a historically black 
community, and into the entrenched role of history, space, and race in 
forming this community: I received a map of Union hand drawn by a 
white former resident and said to represent Union in the 1920s and 1930s; 
not even one black household appeared on the map. In an interview, a 
black resident told me that today Union no longer exists; “It used to be 
Union, but then the post office closed,” he explained. “Now we’re just 
Riverton.” A newer (white) resident who was heavily involved in obtain-
ing historical recognition told me that the official Union Historic District 
boundaries were based on the location of what the NRHP considered 
“contributing structures”—not on where residents historically considered 
Union to be. All of these experiences and others served as continual 
reminders that, like any living environment, Union was a dynamic place 
in which the meanings of history, space, and race were being actively 
negotiated, and correspondingly, that residents did not share a common 
vision of Union’s status as a “historically black community.”

And yet, not surprisingly, the NRHP nomination papers reveal none 
of this ambiguity, none of the richness I had experienced on the ground. 
“The [Union] Historic District,” explain the NRHP nomination papers, 
“is significant under Criterion A as the best preserved and most thor-
oughly documented historically black community in the region.” Beyond 
the bland language in a familiar bureaucratic tone there seemed to be 
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hidden a far more complex tale that a federal document was unable to 
capture. Social geographer Edward Soja cautions, “We must be insistently 
aware of how space can be made to hide consequences from us, how rela-
tions of power and discipline are inscribed into the apparently innocent 
spatiality of social life, how human geographies become filled with poli-
tics and ideology” (1989:6). The time I spent in Union, and the interac-
tions I had with its residents, all indicated that “relations of power” were 
hidden within Union’s socio-geographic landscape, and I was eager to 
uncover them.

Early Fieldwork Experiences: Meeting Descendant Residents
Recording History

One of the first Union events in which I participated occurred in early 
May 2000. I was invited with two colleagues to meet with residents 
whom the NRHP had identified as descendants of the founding families. 
The meeting was organized by Regina Anderson, herself a descendant 
of the Marshall family and—I learned on the way to the meeting—a 
local historian as well. Ms. Anderson arranged for us to meet with three 
additional descendants—Julia Peters, Jim Gaines, and Margaret Adderly. 
The four ranged in age from 65 to 86, all were born in Union, and all 
had lived there for most or all of their lives; they each could trace their 
ancestry (usually about two generations back) directly to one of the fami-
lies that the NRHP papers identify as Union’s founders. As we arrived, 
Ms. Anderson shepherded us all—researchers and residents—into her 
living room where her husband, Bill, set out extra chairs to accommo-
date everyone. Once we were all present, Mr. Anderson disappeared into 
another part of the house and the rest of us took our places around a 
low coffee table stacked with old photo albums and memorabilia-filled 
shoeboxes.

“Thanks, everyone, for coming together,” began my senior colleague. 
He placed a small tape recorder on the coffee table in front of him 
and turned it on. My second colleague did the same. “This is a great 
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opportunity for us to officially record the history of the original Afri-
can American families here in Union and to give them their duefully 
respectful position in terms of history.” I sat quietly on the sofa, taking 
everything in. I was a young graduate student, and this was the first 
time I was meeting most of the people in the room. The truth is, I was 
feeling somewhat ill at ease. I had been brought in to act as a historian, 
but my training was in anthropology and I was still deciphering how 
those academic distinctions played out in real life. I knew that histories 
are always subjective, always told from a particular standpoint, and that 
they inherently leave out at least as much as they reveal.4 Whatever I 
would choose to include in the archive, and however I organized the 
materials, would necessarily make a particular statement about Union’s 
past, and I wanted to make sure that my work reflected the interests of 
these residents . . . as soon as I figured out what those interests were. As 
a historian I knew I would have to commit to one (subjective) historical 
standpoint. Naïvely, I assumed that I would also have to suspend my own 
interest in the politics of history and space, focusing instead on names, 
dates, places, chronologies—the kinds of “facts” I thought would be of 
interest to Union’s residents, the research organization that hired me and 
future archive users.

As it turns out, my assumptions were wrong. Had I ignored the role 
historical narratives played in the lives of those with whom I worked, or 
the complex ways history was mapped onto Union, I would have missed 
a critical element of why Union’s history matters in the first place—and 
to whom. I discovered that, like anywhere else, there was not one his-
tory of Union, but rather many histories that people narrated about the 
place. The nature of each narration—the places to which it referred, the 
particular facts it marshaled, the way it elucidated topics such as race 
and racism, and the role it played in residents’ everyday lives and senses 
of identity—was shaped by the narrators’ relationship to Union as a 
community.

I looked around at the four residents sitting in the room. They were 
listening attentively as my colleagues described the goals of the project. 

9780814762882 polanco text.indd   12 4/30/14   12:40 PM



Introduction >> 13

Mr. Gaines, who was the oldest resident present, had his eyes fixed on 
the ground, nodding occasionally in response to the speaker’s comments. 
The three women looked directly at the speakers, paying close attention 
to his every word. After a long preamble, the first colleague noted that 
he planned to make use of a video recorded by one of the newcomer 
neighbors a few years earlier. The neighbor’s video was a recording of an 
interview he conducted with four descendant residents, including the 
three women sitting in the room this afternoon, Ms. Peters, Ms. Ander-
son, and Ms. Adderly.5 Ms. Peters’s opposition to our use of the video in 
the archive was polite, but immediate and unwavering.

Researcher: I have the copy of the videotape that, um, Ms. Peters and 
Margaret and Ms. Anderson . . . that you’re all a part of.

Ms. Peters: Hm . . .
Researcher: They’re going to use that also as a part of this project.
Ms. Anderson: Oh, good.
Ms. Peters: Oh, no. No! (pauses then laughs) We’ve got to talk about that.
Researcher: Well, no, no, no. They’re going to pull some of the informa-

tion. They’re not going to use it. (laughs) They’re just going to pull 
information from it.

Ms. Peters: No. That’s fine. (laughs politely) That was a disaster.
Researcher: But it was nice. Full of information.
Ms. Adderly: Yeah.
Researcher: And does he [the neighbor] have some other videotapes that 

he’s done with you all also?
Ms. Adderly: No, no. We wanted to redo that one.
Mieka: We might be able to redo something.
Researcher: Right. But it has information, I think, that . . . (laughs), you 

know.
Ms. Anderson: . . . All those bouncing heads. (laughs)
Mieka: What’s wrong with it?
Ms. Adderly: We just mainly talk about the pictures, I think.
Researcher: That thing with the dog, I guess.
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Ms. Peters: The dog is—
Researcher: (laughing) The dog is on there. The dog is barking.
Mieka: Oh.
Ms. Peters: Also, somebody else is on the telephone, and somebody else 

is— (interrupted by researcher laughing) And the train. The train 
went by—

Researcher: Yeah, the train went by. But still. The information is 
valuable.

My colleague, encouraged perhaps by Ms. Anderson’s initial affirma-
tive response (“oh, good”), brushes aside the concerns of Ms. Peters, who 
cites various interruptions that compromised in her opinion the value of 
the recording (a dog barking, someone speaking on the telephone, a train 
passing). In fact, she describes the recording as “a disaster.” Her concerns 
were dismissed—but other concerns soon surfaced. This time it was Ms. 
Anderson who mentioned a master’s thesis written about Union’s archi-
tectural history. The author of the thesis had misidentified the name of 
one of the founders, incorrectly using the son’s name (Zach Marshall) 
instead of that of the original founder (John Marshall). This mistake 
was amplified when the NRHP nomination papers repeated the error, 
incorrectly identifying Zach Marshall as one of Union’s founders. Ms. 
Anderson explained that the mistake was corrected only because of her 
own persistent efforts. “The biggest problem with it [the thesis] is they’re 
using the wrong Marshall,” she notes. “It’s Old Man John Marshall. Zach 
Marshall was one of his oldest sons. . . . See, I had a hard time trying to 
get them to change it, and finally they got to the point that they did. But 
it started out wrong.”

Before any knowledge was exchanged, before the descendant residents 
chose to share with us “facts” about their past, they made sure we under-
stood that they cared about history, cared about how they were being 
portrayed in an official historical narrative, and cared that their insights 
and opinions would be taken into consideration. While the researcher 
explained that the goal of the archive was to “really officially record the 
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history of Union,” the residents focused firmly on their concern over 
(mis)representation of their past in the historical narrative. They may 
not have been unanimous over which materials were appropriate for the 
official histories (Ms. Anderson approved the use of the video, while Ms. 
Peters did not), but their comments imply a shared concern with how 
Union’s past should be made public, and an unequivocal desire that their 
insights be accurately represented.

It was important to Ms. Anderson that the correct name be attrib-
uted to Union’s founder, and she relates her efforts to amend the care-
less mistakes that were made—and repeated—by outsiders. Ms. Peters 
was reluctant to have us use the videotape because much of what was 
said was muffled by dog barks, phone conversations, and a passing train. 
Although she laughs politely at the researcher’s off-hand dismissal of her 
objection, she never backs off from her request. “No,” she insists. “That’s 
fine” (which, with her intonation, implies “we can do without that”). 
As I learned with time, the four residents in the room shared a sense of 
community that was based on memories directly linked to the place they 
knew as Union. They recognized that history is shaped by the standpoint 
of its narrators, and wanted official histories of Union to represent the 
standpoint they collectively held.

Fellowship: History as a Catalyst for Sociality

As soon as the formal part of our meeting ended and the tape record-
ers were turned off, the social dynamic in the room changed tangibly. 
From historical subjects, the descendant residents became our collective 
hosts, and we transformed from researchers to guests. Our initial roles 
(researchers/subjects) did not, of course, dissipate entirely, but in the new 
setting our interactions were determined primarily by our host/guest rela-
tionship. While in the first part of the meeting the researchers guided the 
flow and topic of conversation, in the reconfigured setting it was now 
the hosts who were setting the tone. Ms. Anderson invited us all to the 
dining room where she had set out a tasty array of food: chicken wings, 
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macaroni and cheese, potato salad, vegetable salad, greens, bread, des-
serts, and drinks. . . . We filled up our plates as Ms. Anderson turned on 
the television. To my surprise, she began playing the very video that Ms. 
Peters had contested earlier. Also to my surprise, Ms. Peters, who earlier 
was adamant about not wanting us to use the video in the research project, 
now seemed perfectly content to have us watch it in our capacity as guests.

The room was a little raucous while we watched, and the quality of the 
sound emanating from the old television was poor. Friendly conversation 
flew back and forth between the dining room and living room, mixing 
compliments for the food with memories of the past, and interlacing 
comments with those that came from the television set: “That’s Ms. Celia 
Marshall there, sitting next to me. She lives right down the road.” “Oh, 
there goes that dog. That thing was so loud you can’t hear a thing we say.” 
Laughter and conversation followed each comment, with people talking 
over the videotaped voices, debating which historical family member 
lived in which now dilapidated house, sharing memories of a chimney 
that collapsed over the past winter, and returning to the screen to pick 
up another strand of videotaped history for more conversation.

Between the din in the room and the disruptions in the recording I did 
not catch much of what was said on screen. But I gathered fairly quickly 
that in the new setting—in our roles of hosts and guests—the specifics of 
what was said in the videotape were not as important as the opportunity 
that the recording gave us for fellowship. It allowed us to relate in a pleasant 
and informal manner, to transcend our obvious and less obvious differ-
ences and affirm similarities and mutually shared beliefs. While the video 
was arguably inappropriate as research material, it seemed to be entirely 
appropriate as an impetus for fellowship, for engaging each other sociably.

Mss. Anderson, Peters, and Adderly and Mr. Gaines have all known 
each other since their early childhoods. As I became more involved in 
the community and came to know these and other residents, I learned 
that they grew up in close proximity to one another and share many 
rich memories. The act of history telling (and history viewing, as with 
the videotape) provided them with occasion to reminisce, affirm ties of 
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friendship and kinship, and connect their memories to the land, to their 
home-place, and to their own pasts. As hosts, these descendant residents 
could also draw their guests into the experience, sharing their memories 
and insights and inviting us to see Union through their eyes. This was 
an approach to history markedly different from the one my historian 
colleagues had offered earlier in the afternoon. In the earlier exchanges, 
history telling (or “harvesting” as the academics sometimes called it) was 
envisioned as an exchange between two opposed groups: subjects and 
researchers, those who “owned” history—and those who were there to 
“collect” it. “Truth” and “accuracy” were recurrent themes in the earlier 
conversation. Now as hosts and guests, history telling had unexpectedly 
revealed itself as a catalyst for sociality.

I wish that I could remember all that was exchanged that afternoon 
after the tape recorders were shut off, but at the time I did not think to 
commit these interactions to writing or memory. I recall that our hosts 
were curious to learn about us, where we came from, and how each of us 
had become involved in the project. I remember a charming and warm 
response from Ms. Adderly and Ms. Peters when I said I was from Israel, 
and a short conversation followed about growing up in the Middle East, 
violence, politics, and religion. By a good meal and comfortable con-
versation, we took the first steps towards getting to know each other. 
It was still many months before meaningful, long-term relationships 
were established, but in some small way we began to build a foundation 
through these four residents’ gracious hospitality.

The Union Community Association Annual Picnic

A second event during this same summer took my research in Union on 
an unexpected turn, complicating my understanding of the residents’ 
relationship to history and space, and who the subjects of my research 
should be. This second event took place at the opposite end of summer, 
as I was wrapping up the data-collection phase of my internship and 
beginning to organize the materials I had amassed—interviews, legal 

9780814762882 polanco text.indd   17 4/30/14   12:40 PM



18 << Introduction

documents, letters, photos—into organized files. Sometime in late Sep-
tember I was invited by the Union Community Association (UCA) to 
attend an annual picnic for the residents of Union. Although I had not 
heard of the Association until the invitation arrived, a colleague from 
the research institute reported that its members were excited to have a 
“partner in their efforts” to record Union’s history. They had been keen 
on getting this history recorded and glad to find that the institute I rep-
resented shared their interest. The picnic would be casual, we were told, 
but the UCA requested that the researchers say a few words there about 
our findings. We happily obliged.

On the day of the picnic, I drove to the address on the invitation and 
found myself in the driveway of a beautifully restored old brick home 
surrounded by expansive, well-groomed grounds. The house was unlike 
any of those I had visited over the summer. The homes of descendant 
residents were well kept, but by comparison simple and run-down. 
Although their construction was more recent than this house where the 
picnic was being held (most were built in the 1940s and 1950s), continual 
use revealed the half-century of wear and tear. In contrast, the house 
where the picnic was held was a 19th-century construction, but had been 
renovated and restored so that, even though it was well over a hundred 
years old, its original grandeur became an urbane backdrop to new ame-
nities and appliances, posh grounds, and all the comforts of a new home. 

I had spent the summer getting to know Union’s African American 
residents, but as I joined the picnicking group, I found an equal number 
of black and white attendees, and many more people than I had expected. 
I was glad to see the familiar faces of the descendant residents I became 
acquainted with over the summer, and wondered who the rest of these 
people were. To my surprise, many somehow seemed to know me. People 
walked up and introduced themselves: “Mieka, it’s nice to finally meet 
you! How is the archive project coming along? We can’t wait to see it. 
Have you interviewed Mr. Gaines yet? He’s a wealth of knowledge. Here, 
come meet Mr. Eagan, his family has been living here since the 1700s . . .”

Who were all these people?
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“Important History”

When the picnic attendees reached a critical mass, Michael Taps, a white 
resident and (I soon learned) president of the Union Community Asso-
ciation, beckoned everyone to gather around him—perhaps 50 of us in 
all. Mr. Taps announced the events for the afternoon: we would begin 
with an opening prayer led by Mr. Jim Gaines; continue with brief words 
by UCA vice president Jordan Lawson; hear an update on the archiving 
project from the researchers; and conclude with a blessing for the food 
led by Mr. William Anderson. After these events, we could get on with 
the main activities of the afternoon—eating and mingling.

Jordan Lawson’s speech was short, but highlights especially well some 
of the fundamental characteristics of the group of residents I eventually 
came to think of as Union’s history brokers. He began by thanking our 
host for opening his home to the Union community—a white man with a 
cheerful smile responded by waving his hand and thanking all the guests 
for coming. Lawson continued with an announcement that the UCA had 
elected Ms. Julia Peters as Union’s “person of the year,” admitting that 
the choice was an easy one—Ms. Peters’s ongoing contributions to the 
Association and the Union community at large made her an obvious and 
unanimous vote. Ms. Peters was surprised and embarrassed to receive 
the award (“I was shocked!” she later told me, smiling). I knew from 
our meetings over the summer that she generally prefers to stay out of 
the spotlight, but she was also visibly delighted when 50 pairs of hands 
applauded as she accepted her title and gift.

In conclusion, Jordan Lawson remarked that he was especially pleased 
to be joined by representatives from the research institute. As we all 
know, he summarized, Union is a historically black community founded 
in the 19th century, and people like Mr. Gaines and Ms. Adderly, who 
descend from the original founders, remember a lot of its history. The 
UCA were proud, he reported, of their success in achieving official his-
toric status for Union—but the work was not over. Official recognition 
was a first step towards protecting Union’s history. The project of writing 
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a more complete history of Union still needed to be done. On behalf of 
the Community Association, Mr. Lawson commended the researchers 
for taking on the project, amassing an archive for Union and recording 
oral histories. He then turned to me directly and said that he hoped that 
after the summer project was over I would consider making Union the 
subject of my dissertation research. Lawson said he felt Union has an 
important history and an interesting story to be told, and he expressed 
his hope that I would help tell it.

I knew that my job as an intern was to be a historian, but my expe-
riences and interactions with Union’s descendant residents over the 
summer, and the new light in which they were now cast, tugged at 
my anthropological sensibilities. According to the NRHP nomination 
papers, Union is a “historically black community.” I had spent the sum-
mer getting to know residents and collecting historical materials that fit 
into my notion of what the terms “historic,” “black,” and “community” 
meant. It did not occur to me to question whose terms these were or 
how they were intended, but the picnic—and especially Jordan Lawson’s 
speech—made me wonder. If this is an African American community, 
then what were white folks doing at the picnic? It seemed that the Com-
munity Association was responsible for historic recognition, and even for 
initiating the archive I was working on. Who were its members? Whose 
standards were used to determine whether Union’s history is “interest-
ing” or “important”? What were the social dynamics among Union’s vari-
ous residents?

On one level Mr. Lawson’s words had a familiar timbre. I recognized 
the same tenderness in his references to Union’s past that I heard in my 
interviews with the descendant residents. Mr. Lawson described Union 
as having once been a small, cohesive community, a description I heard 
many times in my conversations with descendant residents—and the 
atmosphere at the picnic made me wonder whether this might not still 
be an appropriate description. But his words also had another quality that 
was entirely new—foreign, even. I had never heard any of the descendant 
residents I interviewed describe Union’s history as “important.” On the 
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contrary, my interlocutors frequently hedged their accounts by explain-
ing that their experiences were not historic—not outstanding or signifi-
cantly different from what other people in the area were doing at the 
time. In our discussions descendant residents certainly related memo-
rable and unusual experiences, but these were framed as idiosyncratic 
personal memories, not memories that had meaning beyond what they 
meant to them individually. When descendants couched their narratives 
within larger historical processes (e.g., Ms. Adderly told me about when 
her husband was in the Korean War), they did so in order to contextual-
ize personal experiences, not to make claims of their importance, nor as 
anecdotes about larger historical processes (for example, Ms. Adderly 
never framed her husband’s military experience as representative of some 
larger aspect of the Korean War).

In contrast, Jordan Lawson claimed that Union’s history was “impor-
tant.” Speaking on behalf of the Community Association, he attested 
that they were “proud” of their success in gaining official historic status 
for Union and eager to make Union’s history public. Although he did 
not articulate precisely what about Union’s past he considered impor-
tant (was it merely the presence of African American residents in Union 
during the 19th century? were any people or events particularly signifi-
cant? does the presence of descendant residents living in Union today 
contribute to this “importance”?), Mr. Lawson stated unequivocally that 
recording Union’s history was needed and promised that it would even 
make an interesting story.

As I learned over the course of my subsequent research, Mr. Lawson’s 
speech at the annual Union picnic articulated some of the prominent fea-
tures of the group I identify as “history brokers.” Three elements in par-
ticular characterize Union’s history brokers—which include, among oth-
ers, the Union Community Association officers, the videographer of the 
aforementioned videotape, and (to some extent) the cheerful host of the 
picnic—and distinguish them from the descendant residents. These ele-
ments are (1) their racial and geographical identities, (2) their relationship 
to Union’s history, and (3) their understanding of Union as a community.
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Dramatis Personae

In all there are approximately 55 houses within the boundaries of the 
Union Historic District that are currently occupied and perhaps a dozen 
more that stand empty and are in various states of disrepair. As one drives 
along Union Road, it is easy to overlook the uninhabited houses: once 
abandoned, the old wood structures are soon consumed by the brush 
and almost indistinguishable from the surrounding greenery. Among the 
homes that are occupied, this book concentrates on those residents who are 
actively engaged in the process of history making, either as narrators (“his-
tory brokers”) or historical subjects (“descendent residents”), or those who 
uncomfortably straddle the roles of narrator and subject—but are mostly 
ignored in mainstream historical narratives (“delegitimized historians”).

Among the residents on whom this research pivots, there are six or 
seven families that I identify as “history brokers” (three with whom I 
conducted most of my research). There are some fifteen households 
that I call “descendent residents” (seven of whom were the focus of my 
research) and five to ten families that can be described as “delegitimized 
historians” (three with whom I conducted research).6 For me, this last 
group was the most difficult to capture because they were fairly invisible 
in the channels that led me to Union in the first place, and because they 
themselves were mostly averse to the kind of research I was conducting. 
There may have been additional families in Union that I would have 
considered delegitimized historians, but since I did not cross paths with 
them during my fieldwork and was never introduced to them by other 
residents, I simply do not know about them. 

History Brokers

Of the 55 (or so) households in Union, about 30 are inhabited by new-
comers, and six or seven of these comprise the group I am calling “his-
tory brokers.” At the most basic level, Union’s history brokers are decid-
edly non-descendant residents both from their own perspective and 
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from that of descendants themselves—but they were the pivotal actors 
in gaining recognition for Union as a Historic District. Geographically, 
history brokers are not native to Union, and they are white—two factors 
that mark them as distinctly non-descendants. These factors determine 
the history brokers’ relationship to Union, its history and residents, and 
they also determine the placement of the history brokers within Union’s 
social structure.

As white non-natives, Union’s history brokers perceive themselves 
(and are perceived by others) as belonging to a different cultural unit 
from descendant residents. This distinction is reflected not so much in 
actual differences of cultural practices as in the fact that they are prac-
ticed separately. While similarities between the social practices of Union’s 
various residents certainly exist, residents’ day-to-day lives are mostly 
separate. History brokers and descendant residents come together on 
some occasions (such as the annual picnic) and are, indeed, pleased 
when they have the opportunity to present a public image of a united 
“interracial” (possibly even “post-racial”) community. But such occur-
rences are rare, and the image reflects an ideology of a racially integrated 
society more than it does an everyday, lived reality in Union. Outside 
the annual picnic and occasional UCA meetings (which themselves are 
hardly attended by descendant residents), history brokers and descen-
dant residents lead mostly separate lives.

As I conducted fieldwork I learned that Jordan Lawson, like other 
history brokers, had moved to Union as an adult. For residents such as 
Lawson, the choice to make a home in Union was based on quality of life 
and proximity to job opportunities. Union is near enough to the city of 
Riverton to make for a reasonable commute to a variety of employment 
opportunities, but far enough to allow residents to enjoy the spacious-
ness, serenity, and charm of “country living” in Union. Though history 
brokers each moved to Union from separate places, their social status as 
non-natives of Union is shared.

Living in Union was an active choice history brokers made, and 
while some have been living there for more than two decades, they are 
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perceived (and perceive themselves) as permanent outsiders. Given this 
status, it is interesting that Jordan Lawson and his family, like our picnic 
host, the videographer, and many of the residents I am calling history 
brokers, chose to move into old houses they have renovated and updated, 
while retaining an aura of aged elegance. This choice hints at a relation-
ship to the past that is expressed by brokers in other contexts as well. The 
aged aura of these renovated houses is an aesthetic, a “patina” (to invoke 
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s term) that indexes character or even 
aristocracy. “The aura here is old, but the improvements are pragmatic 
and up-to-date,” reads a local newspaper ad for a house for sale on Union 
Road.

The proper aging of things—houses, historical artifacts used to dec-
orate the house, even stories about original inhabitants (mostly white 
families whose children have grown up and moved away)—is carefully 
managed so that their character and elegance is passed on, but only after 
a proper “dusting.” “Patina is a slippery property of material life, ever 
open to faking as well as to crude handling,” writes Appadurai (1996:75). 
But contrary to the English country house that Appadurai describes, 
patina in Union is achieved not through the appearance of “temporal 
continuity undisturbed,” but precisely through a disturbed temporal 
continuity. It is not one’s own old things that produce “the subtle shift of 
patina from the object to its owner,” but the ability to acquire old things; 
not to inherit, but to come to possess them. The labor (and expense) 
required for becoming the owner of old things is what Union’s history 
brokers value. And the indexing of this investment is what distinguishes 
“the successful semiotic management of the social context” (1996:76). By 
skillfully positioning old things so that they punctuate a modern décor, 
by making history a time-tempered accessory that complements the new 
(and not the other way around), Union’s history brokers successfully 
manage to embody the patina of the old things they now own.

The second element distinguishing Union’s history brokers is that they 
invest energy into bestowing honor upon descendant residents. Honor is 
a value produced through a dialectic between social persons and society 
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at large. As noted by social anthropologist J. G. Peristiany, honor (and 
its counterpart, shame) is “the reflection of the social personality in the 
mirror of social ideals” (1966:9). Bestowing honor, as part of the dialec-
tic, is a way for society—or, more specifically, for the state on behalf of 
society—to affirm the social behavior of certain citizens as honor worthy. 
“Every political authority,” writes British anthropologist Julian Pitt-Riv-
ers, “displays the pretention to incarnate the moral values of the society 
which it governs, to ‘command what is right and prohibit what is wrong’; 
it therefore claims the right to bestow ‘honours’ and it follows that those 
whom it honours are, so it maintains, honourable” (1966:22). As we will 
see, in bestowing honor on descendant residents, Union’s history brokers 
take upon themselves the role of representing an otherwise rather amor-
phous “political authority”—the National Register of Historic Places. By 
recognizing their honor-worthy neighbors—and virtual subjects—his-
tory brokers simultaneously assert themselves as intermediaries between 
descendant residents and the state, as official spokespersons on behalf 
of descendants, narrating their history and at the same time sanctioning 
the narrative. It is through this very role, I argue, that these residents—
perhaps six or seven households in all—become the brokers of history.

Finally, and perhaps obviously given the first two elements, history 
brokers are residents who relate to Union’s history as narrators, but not 
historical subjects themselves. This element harks back to the contrast, 
noted above, between what descendant residents consider to be personal 
memories, but which Jordan Lawson describes as “important history.” 
Lawson, and Union’s history brokers in general, approach history as a 
macro-level narrative in which the stories of descendant residents are 
case studies and anecdotes. History brokers believe that Union’s history is 
“important” and “interesting,” and they are committed to making it pub-
lic—but they themselves do not figure into the narrative. Even though 
they are residents of Union, history brokers are markedly not descendant 
residents—they are not native, not black, not members of the same social 
circles. History brokers encourage descendant residents to contribute 
their memories and experiences to the official history, but as perpetual 
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outsiders they themselves are never part of the narrative. Instead, they 
act as conduits for the descendants’ narratives, molding them into what 
they believe “history” should look like.

History brokers are interested in garnering a public audience for 
descendant residents’ history. This role is central to understanding his-
tory brokers’ relationship to history and space, and for discerning some 
of the social and political dynamics that emerge from Union’s official 
recognition as a historically black community. What most distinguishes 
Union’s history brokers as a group is the role they take as intermediaries 
between the descendant residents (as vessels of history) and the world at 
large (who may be interested in learning about this particular history). 
As brokers, these residents are engaged in making Union’s history avail-
able and palpable to a broad audience beginning with the NRHP (in the 
nomination papers for official historic status), continuing with visitors to 
the archive we researchers produced, with the hope of eventually reach-
ing an ever greater audience through a yet-to-be-written public history. 
In producing a public history of Union, history brokers are not so much 
commodifying the past as offering the service of connecting those who 
“own” history with those who are interested in it.

Union’s history brokers might feel that in some ways history is Union’s 
very essence. To them, histories—narratives about the Union’s past—are 
not primarily a vehicle for sociality (though sociality is by no means 
discouraged). Neither can histories be summarized as a mere recording 
of facts (though they would agree that creating records is a key element 
in the history-making process). Rather, to history brokers, Union is itself 
both the site of historical processes (containing the pasts of people and 
events that made Union) and the recording of these processes (the old 
buildings still standing in Union and the descendant residents living 
there are perceived as a sort of record of the past). Union’s history bro-
kers believe that the past should be preserved, recorded, honored, and 
celebrated, and they make an effort to ensure that this happens.

“Welcome to Union,” UCA president addressed the audience at the 
unveiling ceremony for a historic highway marker, “a community. Not a 
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road.” Even though some history brokers have been living in Union for 
over two decades, and although many consider each other friends, the 
group I identify as history brokers is not necessarily one that its members 
themselves recognize. Union’s history brokers socialize with one another 
and consult each other on issues, including the historical nomination or 
the annual picnics, but they tend to think of themselves not as a distinct 
social unit but as appendices or outsiders to more “authentic” Union-ites. 
This is in part because compared to Union’s descendant residents, they 
share only a brief past together.

As transplants, Union’s history brokers each have a unique past, a 
path not common to other residents: some hail from nearby Virginia 
communities, while others are transplants from more distant places in 
the country. Many work in the nearby city of Riverton, some in govern-
mental positions or private sector, white-collar jobs. Of the three groups 
discussed in this book, that of the history brokers is the least organic—
mainly because they imagine themselves as somewhat inauthentic mem-
bers of the community; but the resident history brokers are also the most 
committed to the idea (and indeed the existence) of the larger social unit, 
the “Union community.”

Descendant Residents

The labels “descendant residents” and “history brokers” are both based on 
the groups’ relationship to history, but the nature of this relationship is 
distinct in each group. While “history brokers” refers to how that group 
approaches the narration of history, “descendant residents’”describes 
how these residents fit into the narrative: history brokers are united by 
their shared desire to record Union’s (black) history, while descendant 
residents get swept into the narrative regardless of what they happen to 
think about it, simply because of their genealogical ties to certain 19th-
century historical actors.

The group I identify as “descendant residents” includes approximately 
15 families whose members were born and raised in Union, and who have 
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lived there for most or all of their lives. Many of the residents with whom 
I spent the majority of my time in Union were relatively elderly, though I 
also spent time with their offspring—children, grandchildren, and great-
grandchildren—some of whom have moved away from Union, but who 
return to visit regularly. The age of most descendant residents (at least 
over 60 in 2001) meant that they were raised and educated at a time when 
racial segregation was practiced both de facto and de jure—and their atti-
tudes towards history were to a large extent framed by these experiences.

The residents I identify as descendants are by definition African 
American, since they descend from Union’s founders whom the NRHP 
nomination papers define as “former black slaves.” They are also all 
second-generation residents of Union at least, even though the NRHP 
papers did not identify all of their ancestors as founders. I include all sec-
ond-generation (or later) black residents as descendants because doing so 
allows me to capture an organic social unit that its members themselves 
would recognize. Since not all ancestors of these residents were identified 
in the NRHP papers as founders, my definition of descendant residents 
gives precedence to residents’ own lived experience instead of the his-
torical narrative recorded in the NRHP nomination papers—papers that 
(even the authors acknowledged) were authored by non-descendants and 
worded to fit NRHP expectations and guidelines.

Compared to history brokers, whom I define by what they are not 
(not native, not descendants, etc.), descendant residents are a much 
more coherent group. Their shared past and close interactions with one 
another mean that they also tend to share similar experiences and val-
ues, including similar attitudes towards the idea of “community” and the 
ways history and space shape this term. The particular racial climate in 
which many of the descendant residents were raised (particularly those 
born in the 1950s or earlier) was marked by social and legal segregation 
during the Jim Crow era, and by racism that continues on many social 
levels even today. As a result, descendant residents, who share the racial 
designation “black,” cohere as a social unit through shared experiences 
and being bound into the same social spaces.

9780814762882 polanco text.indd   28 4/30/14   12:40 PM



Introduction >> 29

The oldest of these residents, Ms. Celie, remembers the small two-
room schoolhouse, the “Union School,” which African American chil-
dren could attend for a short period during the 1910s. Around 1920 the 
Union School was closed. Parents were told that the state could not jus-
tify the school’s upkeep (salaries for two teachers, a wood stove stocked 
and maintained by the children themselves, and no electricity) given 
the small number of students—even though the other “Union school,” 
Union’s white schoolhouse, which served fewer students, was kept open. 
After the schoolhouse closed its doors, parents sent school-aged chil-
dren first to another nearby “colored school” that was run privately by a 
black Baptist church, later to a training school where they were taught 
“domestic sciences” and “vocational agriculture,”7 and by 1951 to a some-
what more liberal arts–oriented but still segregated countywide school. 
All these institutions were segregated, designated specifically for African 
American students, all required some effort to attend (many were a sig-
nificant commute away—especially at a time when roads were less reli-
able and private cars far less common than today), and all were focused 
primarily on what was called “manual labor” training.

Union’s descendant residents did not have access to the kind of education 
that their white neighbors did, but, like anyone, they did the best with what 
little they had. Several of the descendant residents had lifelong careers in 
nursing, one of the few jobs open to black citizens that offered some degree 
of development and advancement. Others went off to the army or the Civil-
ian Conservation Corps,8 serving in (and between) every armed conflict 
from the Second World War to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Others 
still worked as domestics in private households, as barbers, plumbers, and 
farm and railroad laborers—jobs that were available to African Americans, 
and for which they had already received training in school. To make money 
stretch (and partly as a legacy passed down from their parents), descendant 
residents supplemented the food they could buy with homegrown vegeta-
bles and home-raised hogs, goats, and cattle. And though most residents no 
longer keep livestock, almost all still grow their own vegetables even if they 
no longer rely on them as a main source for fresh produce.
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Inasmuch as history brokers poured energy into honoring the descen-
dant residents, descendant residents for their part accepted the gestures, 
though they did not demand or even expect them. Ms. Anderson, the 
woman who had hosted my colleagues and me in the gathering described 
above, served as the community’s local historian, keeping records about 
people and events around Union. When history brokers initiated the 
process of gaining NRHP recognition of Union as a Historic District, 
Ms. Anderson was a willing collaborator. She contributed documents 
and stories, and encouraged others to do the same. For a short while, 
there was a flurry of interest in the pending publicity of Union’s history. 
However, this interest was short lived. Fairly soon after NRHP officially 
recognized Union as a Historic District and the various ceremonies were 
over, descendants returned to their normal lives without much attention 
to the honors they were given by history brokers—nor were they resent-
ful about a process that straddled a delicate balance between honoring 
and patronizing them.

According to Pitt-Rivers (1968), honor has three facets: it is a feeling, 
a behavior, and a treatment in response to this behavior. “The facets of 
honor may be viewed as related in the following way,” he writes: “honor 
felt becomes honor claimed. And honor claimed becomes honor paid” 
(1968:503). Oddly, in the relationship between Union’s history brokers 
and descendant residents, the third facet of honor (honor paid) pre-
ceded the first two facets (honor felt and honor claimed). In other words, 
Union’s descendant residents were paid honor for their “historic-ness” 
without themselves having felt or claimed honor in terms of historic-
ness. We saw earlier that honor is borne in a dialectic between social 
persons and society at large. In Union this dialectic produced a reverse 
relationship among Pitt-Rivers’s three facets of honor: in Union history 
brokers paid honor to descendant residents, which eventually became 
honor claimed by descendant residents. And honor claimed became—for 
a short while, at any rate—honor that some of the descendants also felt.

As we will see, descendant residents and history brokers do not share 
the same sense of what constitutes honor-worthy behavior. Because 
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history brokers consider history to be itself a quality worthy of honor, 
they pay respect to descendants who are viewed as “historical.” But the 
premise of the honor paid by history brokers was not shared by descen-
dant residents. Descendant residents, for their part, feel and claim honor 
in terms that are meaningful to them. Two major facets through which 
descendants tend to feel and claim honor are what they perceive to be 
an appropriate relationship to labor and religion. It is significant that 
descendants’ sense of honor is produced through labor and religion, since 
both depend on acts over which descendants themselves have immediate 
control. One’s relationship to the past (that is, from whom one descended 
and what that historical actor may have done) is predetermined and has 
nothing to do with one’s own works and accomplishments. The quality 
of one’s labor, on the other hand, and the depth of one’s spiritual faith, 
are just the opposite: they are entirely contingent upon one’s own choices 
and actions and, at least for Union’s descendant residents, much more 
meaningful in how honor is understood and when it is felt, claimed, and 
perceived.

The homes of descendant residents, for example, demonstrate a par-
ticular relationship to history and the past. Though their houses are old, 
they do not attempt to “patina-ize” them or the surrounding landscape. 
Those “old things” in their homesteads that were remnants of the past—
the gardens, the old sheds or vehicles some had on their property—
indexed to descendants a particular and personal past: it was Aunt Rose’s 
old house, the garden was planted by my husband, or this was our old car. 
Unlike history brokers’ homes, “old things” in the homes of descendant 
residents signified not a generic past-ness but specific social relation-
ships. More frequently, “old things” were around because they were actu-
ally being used or were never thrown away. The old tractor-mower that 
could have been displayed as a quaint curiosity on the lawn of a history 
broker’s home was parked behind the home of a descendant resident 
because it was still being used to cut his lawn. A heavy iron skillet sits 
on the stove in the home of a descendant family rather than hanging on 
the wall as it might in the home of a history broker. It is precisely the 
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“temporal continuity undisturbed,” to return to Appadurai (1996:76), that 
denies these items the patina they might have acquired in the home of a 
non-native history broker.

There was no attempt by descendant residents to manage perceptions 
of the temporality of one’s home, to emphasize its age, to preserve old 
features, or to glorify its past. Appadurai notes that patina embodies 
the “anguish of those who can legitimately bemoan the loss of a way of 
life” (1996:76). In Union, it is the privilege to disconnect from the past, 
from a way of life, that allowed things and people to acquire patina. His-
tory brokers had access to this privilege. Descendant residents did not. 
“People say ‘the good old days,’” Mr. Gaines used to tell me. “They weren’t 
no ‘good old days’ to me. No thanks. You can keep ’em.”

Delegitimized Historians

In the field, identifying descendant residents and history brokers was 
a fairly easy affair. I recognized the descendant residents because I had 
already been introduced to many of them during my first summer of 
fieldwork in 2000. I recognized history brokers through our interactions 
at the picnic—they were the attendees who appeared to be orchestrat-
ing the events, or who expressed a desire to publish a history of Union. 
But there was another, third group of residents living in Union—some 
also present at the picnic—whom I did not at first recognize, but who 
ended up playing an important role in my research. These were Union’s 
delegitimized historians.

Structurally, Union’s delegitimized historians fit into a similar place as 
descendant residents. Like the descendants, they were born and raised 
in Union, and are second- (or more) generation residents. Like the 
descendants also, they were educated in segregated schools, and those 
who were old enough to have been schooled in the 1920s had attended 
a small schoolhouse in Union itself—also named the “Union school.” 
Delegitimized historians, too, grew up in households where vegetables 
were grown and hogs and cattle raised as the household’s main source of 
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food. But delegitimized historians had very little day-to-day contact with 
the descendant residents, and their families are not listed among Union’s 
founders in the NRHP nomination papers. This is because, in contrast 
with descendant residents, delegitimized historians are white.

The nomination papers for the National Register of Historic Places 
mention white residents living in Union as early as the mid-18th century, 
but in these papers they are not identified as founders, and the details of 
their presence are vague. For example, a section describing Union dur-
ing the Reconstruction Period (1865–1891) describes the plots and family 
makeup of the “founding families,” and notes that “the [1870] census 
lists a number of black families from whom several of [Union]’s current 
residents descend.” There is no mention in this section that the census 
also lists an equivalent number of white families in the same tract, whose 
residences are interspersed with those of the black families.

To be sure, the NRHP narrative was written with the explicit purpose 
of highlighting Union’s black history. The NRHP requires that appli-
cants choose a category under which their potentially historic site will 
be recognized. The authors of Union’s nomination papers (under the 
direction of Union’s history brokers) chose the category “Ethnic Heri-
tage—Black.” The text in the nomination papers reflected this choice in 
order to support the argument that Union is sufficiently historic and suf-
ficiently black to qualify for official historical recognition. “Sufficiency” 
here is somewhat ephemeral because, although the NRHP offers some 
guidelines for how to determine whether a site is eligible to apply for 
historic recognition, it is ultimately up to NRHP reviewers to determine 
whether a site (or, more accurately, an application) has “hit the mark.” 
Cognizant of this process, the authors of the Union application took care 
to construct a historical narrative amenable to the NRHP criteria. To do 
so, white residents had to be marginalized for the central narrative. Too 
much attention to white residents would take away from the strength of 
the application as representative of black history, and so Union’s racially 
mixed demographics were glossed over in favor of a simplified narrative 
about the “black community” in Union.
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But marginalizing white residents in the nomination papers was not a 
strategic ploy used to dupe the NRHP. It was, in fact, reflective of a social 
reality practiced by the residents themselves. Life in Virginia between the 
1870s and 1940s—the period on which the nomination papers focus—
was marked by social, political, and economic segregation. Union was 
not unusual in this respect. As in many places across the United States, 
and especially in the South, churches, schools, social clubs, and cemeter-
ies were segregated, jobs were divided along racial lines, and boundar-
ies were demarcated between “whites” and “coloreds” in public spaces. 
This separation was in place in Union as well, and mirrored in residents’ 
everyday social circles.

When black and white residents of Union came into contact with one 
another, it was usually in economically oriented transactions, often in the 
context of (white) employer and (black) employee. Nearly all the older Afri-
can American women living in Union had worked as domestics in a white 
household at some point. Many of the men, too, had worked in the homes of 
white families as farm laborers, gardeners, or handymen. Even though black 
and white residents were interacting in the intimate spaces of private homes, 
and might share similar social and cultural values (see, e.g., Sobel 1987), the 
context of these interactions was highly stratified. As a result, neither black 
nor white residents tended to consider each other part of their own social 
realm. When current descendant residents recall the people who made up 
their social worlds, they do not mention the white residents who lived in 
Union. Similarly, delegitimized historians do not mention their black neigh-
bors. A demographic mapping of Union at any time from 1870 might reveal 
a racially “mixed” settlement, but spatial mixing did not usually translate 
into social mixing in the past, and the same is arguably true today.

And so white residents found themselves on the sidelines of Union’s 
formal history. What did this marginalization mean to these residents? 
Their response to the NRHP narrative, like the responses of Union’s 
descendant residents and history brokers, was shaped by their relation-
ship to history as a concept and to Union as a social space. In contrast 
with descendant residents, Union’s delegitimized historians were not 
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indifferent to honor by virtue of (a publicized mainstream) history. On 
the contrary, like Union’s history brokers, many believed that historical 
knowledge is “important” and felt that their own ancestors were “his-
toric” in that they were significant in shaping national historical pro-
cesses. Returning to Pitt-Rivers’s tripartite definition of honor, Union’s 
delegitimized historians felt honor through their connection to history, 
and behaved in a way that they felt should command honor, but (in con-
trast with descendant residents) they were not paid honor by others—at 
least not to the extent that they had expected or hoped for.

To understand this sense of marginalization, it is worth exploring the 
delegitimized historians’ relationship to history. Ernest Greene, a white 
former resident who was raised in Union, was born in 1913, and moved 
to Riverton in 1934, but maintains that Union is “home,” and feels deeply 
rooted in the place and its history. Early in 2002 I called Mr. Greene to see 
if we could schedule an interview. Our conversation, which I expected 
would be a preliminary introduction, quickly turned into an oral history 
about Greene’s family.

Though I asked relatively few questions, Mr. Greene volunteered an 
extensive and almost rehearsed biography of his family. With a kind of 
urgency that I did not witness among descendant residents, Mr. Greene 
provided me with genealogical lists of family members, including their 
full names and dates of birth and death. He told me that his cousin had 
written two books about his maternal and paternal genealogies that I 
might wish to consult, and was presently engaged in writing a third book 
that focuses on a collection of letters written by two “great-great-great-
uncles,” confederate soldiers during the Civil War. The following is an 
excerpt from my field notes:

[January 28, 2002] I called Ernest Greene, who was not only very enthusi-
astic to talk to me, but suggested that we do a series of conversations (“so I 
don’t get too tired”), and was delighted that “a young person like myself ” 
was interested in history. We talked for a good while, and I told him I was 
sorry I wasn’t recording the conversation. “Once you turn the faucet on, 
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it’s hard to turn off,” he joked. “But don’t worry. I will repeat what I said 
today when you have the tape recorder.”

Ernest Greene kept his promise and repeated everything he had shared 
with me over the phone—and more—during our meetings. I learned that 
he and his cousin Peter both engaged in researching and writing histo-
ries, and would regularly share insights about historical documents and 
materials they uncovered. Peter kept various artifacts from his mother’s 
old house and things he picked up at garage sales and antique stores 
that were similar to items he remembered from his childhood. He orga-
nized these, along with a collection of old photographs inherited from his 
mother, into a sort of archive that he maintained in his basement. Ernest, 
for his part, was an avid reader and contributed his extensive knowledge 
of historical literature, especially about the Civil War. 

It was obvious that the two cousins derived joy from learning about 
and recording history. Piecing together genealogies of their family is a 
hobby they indulged with vigor. In the time I spent with each of the 
cousins, the conversation rarely veered away from the subject of history, 
and when we did not meet for some time, Peter (and sometimes Ernest) 
would mail me copies of documents and photos that he had uncovered, 
along with notes describing any knowledge they had about the item—or 
asking if I could help identify a particular source.

In contrast with the descendant residents, the Greene cousins engaged 
regularly in the writing of history—in particular history that related 
directly to their own family. Neither cousin hesitated to share histori-
cal knowledge with me and, in fact, they gave me more materials than 
I knew what to do with. Akin to the descendant residents, Peter and 
Ernest Greene also thought that history was the recording of “important 
facts”—people, places, dates, and events—but contrary to descendant 
residents, they felt that their own family history qualified as history that 
was important and meaningful. The cousins did not necessarily think 
their family was unusually important, but stories about their lives and 
experiences were important enough to be recorded and disseminated.
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The cousins’ interest in the past—their collection of historical artifacts, 
their reading of history books, their genealogical recordings—might, 
on the surface, look similar to that of Union’s history brokers. The two 
groups, history brokers and delegitimized historians, share the sense that 
learning about the past is “important.” But while history brokers collect 
artifacts about a generalized past, using them as accessories to elevate 
their social status, delegitimized historians are entirely committed to the 
meticulous recording and archiving of particular artifacts, representing a 
specific past: their own. If delegitimized historians imagine their history 
as endowing them with a patina, it was of an entirely different quality 
than that of history brokers. For Ernest and Peter Greene, the act of col-
lecting is steeped in a commitment to ensuring that the past is not for-
gotten, that records are created and kept and can be passed on to future 
generations, that those who came before will be remembered. For the 
most part, these residents share a common sense of historical disposses-
sion: a sense that mainstream histories shed an unfavorable light on their 
ancestors and their past, and that these histories represent their ancestors 
as backward and racist.

From these residents’ perspective, the single most important event in 
mainstream history—and the one most unfavorably represented by oth-
ers—is the Civil War (or, as delegitimized historians sometimes prefer, 
the “War between the States”). Many delegitimized historians trace their 
own past to ancestors who fought for the Confederate army during the 
Civil War, or who supported the Confederacy. In contrast with the his-
torical narratives often represented in mainstream venues (schools, the 
media, etc.), delegitimized historians read into the narratives about the 
Confederate army acts of patriotism, valor, and—most importantly—
honor. Their own narratives about the war identify their ancestors as 
soldiers who were loyal to their army and state, war heroes who died 
defending their families and their land. Slavery is conveniently brushed 
aside in these narratives. As this version goes, the soldiers were poor and 
short on resources, yet they continued to fight against the odds, winning 
(there is special emphasis on this point) battle after battle—even if they 
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did not ultimately win the war. Despite how mainstream histories frame 
this historical moment, the ultimate lesson that delegitimized historians 
take from the Civil War is about rugged autonomy, fierce independence, 
and fighting against the odds. As such, the valor, independence, and 
autonomy they read in the acts of their ancestral Confederate soldiers 
are seen by delegitimized historians as a metaphor for the values they 
themselves hold and wish to transmit to their progeny.

From the perspective of delegitimized historians, American society 
at large does not appreciate or even properly understand the honorable 
and patriotic acts of Confederate soldiers, and therefore they do not pay 
proper respect to those soldiers or their contemporary descendants. 
History, it is said, is written by the victors, and the Confederate army 
lost. Mainstream histories of the Civil War tend to focus on victory of 
the Union army, and especially on the abolition of slavery that resulted 
from it. In contrast, slavery and abolition are only rarely mentioned in 
the historical narratives by delegitimized historians, and if relations 
between blacks and whites are mentioned at all, the focus is frequently 
and surprisingly on the purportedly close relations between the two 
groups. More importantly, delegitimized historians are among those who 
believe that the South lost not only the physical battle, but the cultural 
one as well. These residents are acutely aware of the frequent depiction 
in media and popular discourse of Southerners as stupid, ignorant and, 
most damningly, racist.

In reaction, delegitimized historians developed an alternative dis-
course about heritage, history, and honor. Manifestations of this dis-
course can be found throughout the region, from the Confederate stars-
and-bars flag (appropriately named the “rebel” flag) plastered proudly 
across vehicles’ rear windows (sometimes accompanied by the expression 
“fear this”), to a multitude of Civil War reenactments around the area, 
to the persistent production of historical narratives that “correct” the 
unfavorable light in which the South is cast.

A sample of bumper stickers for sale at the Piedmont County fair 
articulates well this alternative discourse. Almost all sport a Confederate 
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flag and include slogans such as “Restore Southern Heritage by educat-
ing the ignorant,” “I’d rather be historically accurate than politically cor-
rect,” and “These [flag’s] colors don’t run. Never have. Never will.” Each 
of the slogans combines a reclamation (and renarration) of history, and 
an apparent disregard for what others (frequently reduced to “Yankees”) 
might think. Together, these acts—displaying bumper stickers, reenact-
ing battles, and especially (re)writing history—allow people like Union’s 
delegitimized-historian residents to gain a sense of being paid honor, 
even if it is only among themselves.

Most of Union’s delegitimized historians do not flaunt bumper stickers 
on their cars, but they do participate in challenging mainstream histories 
in other ways, as active members of the Sons of Confederate Veterans 
(SCV), by supporting local historical societies that affirm their own his-
torical sensibilities, and by writing histories about their own ancestors. 

Bumper stickers for sale at the Pied-
mont County fair. (Note especially 
“Restore Southern Heritage by educat-
ing the ignorant,” “My heritage, your 
ignorance,” and “I’d rather be histori-
cally accurate than politically correct.”) 
Photo by Mieka Brand Polanco.
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“We owe it to the boys who were in the trenches,” proclaimed the local 
SCV “camp commander” during a monthly meeting. “We owe it to 
them for everything that they went through and everything that they 
sacrificed.”

Thus, these three groups—history brokers, descendant residents, and 
delegitimized-historian residents—will be explored in the following 
chapters, revealing the interplay of history, space, and race and whether 
they add up to community in one small town in Virginia.

Chapter Outline

The chapters that follow offer a study of the concept of “community” and 
how it is produced and experienced in one particular southern U.S. site, 
Union. As the above introduction to Union’s residents suggests—and as 
this book will continue to argue—the ways in which communities are 
produced and experienced and the dynamics of history, space, and race 
differ for each of Union’s resident groups. Each chapter explores how 
“community” is articulated by one of these groups—descendant resi-
dents, history brokers, and delegitimized historians—paying particular 
attention to how history, space, and race are primary components in the 
production of community.

Chapter 1, “Gating Union: The Politics of ‘Protecting’ Community,” 
concentrates on history brokers in their production and experience of 
community. Focusing on an unveiling ceremony for the Union Historic 
District highway marker, the chapter examines the relationship that 
Union’s history brokers have developed with Union as a Historic Dis-
trict—a relationship they presume is shared by other residents as well. It 
shows the unveiling ceremony for Union’s historic highway as a ritualized 
process in which history brokers establish history as sacred. From this 
perspective, the “Union community” is conceived primarily as a physi-
cal landscape that encompasses history as well as race. With the baptism 
of Union as a Historic District, social and legal sanctions are enacted, 
fortifying it against potential land developers. But while history brokers 
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act as the gatekeepers of history, descendant residents are endowed with 
the role of historic markers, authenticating with their presence Union’s 
status as “historic.”

Chapter 2, “Thick Histories: Producing Communities through His-
torical Narratives,” focuses on “community” as it is produced and expe-
rienced by Union’s descendant residents. This chapter considers some 
of the histories residents narrate in formal interview settings, alongside 
those that are shared during informal conversations. In informal settings 
residents narrate histories as fragments embedded in conversation about 
the present and repeated in different contexts. Each repetition inevita-
bly varies slightly, highlighting particular aspects of a person or event 
depending on the context in which the story is told. Unlike the rigid 
narratives told during formal settings, this kind of historical transmis-
sion produces “thick” histories—three-dimensional and dynamic narra-
tives that are continually produced, that are patently conscious of their 
relationship to the present, and that work to affirm a shared sense of 
community among the speakers.

Chapter 3, “‘Not to Scale’: Cartographic Productions of Commu-
nity,” focuses on expressions and productions of “community” among 
Union’s delegitimized historians. Offering a detailed analysis of a map 
hand drawn by one such resident, this chapter considers how history, 
space, and race come together to form a sense of community that is 
unique to those identified as delegitimized historians. These residents 
are invested in the concept of official histories as a nationalist project, but 
they also tend to read themselves as invisible in these narratives. Ernest 
Greene, then 85 years old, drew a map of Union as he remembered it 
from his childhood. Unlike the NRHP history, which portrays Union as 
a relatively homogenous “black” space, Greene’s map portrays an equally 
homogeneous “white” landscape. Not only were the homes, church, and 
school that constituted African American social terrain omitted, but the 
structures constituting white residents’ domain were carefully stretched 
to abut each other, concealing any unaccounted-for blank spots on the 
map. I describe this cartographic act as a reflection of the delegitimized 
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historians’ productions and experiences of community—where an 
implicit recognition of historical documents as instruments of power is 
manifest. Historical documents are seen as both producing and legitimiz-
ing a relationship to place, which makes Greene’s erasure of one portion 
of the population all the more poignant.

Finally, chapter 4, “Unfolding Community: Union Road as a ‘Uniter 
of People’?,” returns to a broad perspective of community as a concept 
in which history, space, and race are constantly “becoming” and where 
competing meanings are intertwined with and influenced by one another. 
Rather than thinking of the concept of community as fixed within each 
group, this chapter emphasizes community as a multilayered and com-
plex experience. In Union residents operate within multiple and overlap-
ping social circles, continually negotiating new productions and experi-
ences of “community.”

By offering insight into the ways history, space, and race operate 
within each of the social groups living in Union, this book builds a subtle 
reading into the politics of turning Union into a historically black com-
munity. It would be easy—but inaccurate—to say that history brokers 
are interested only in furthering their own goals regardless of the hopes 
and expectations of descendant residents; or that descendants are mere 
victims of an oppressive power structure whose own narratives are com-
pletely absent in the official history; or that the marginalization felt by 
delegitimized historians is nothing but a fiction of their own imagina-
tions. Such statements, besides being incorrect, also ignore the delicate 
social fabric within which these three groups are nonetheless woven into 
each other’s lives, forming sometimes surprisingly intimate social rela-
tionships within a single locale.

The chapters ahead bring into relief some of the complexities of the 
term “community” and how history, space, and race come to bear on 
this concept in a historically black U.S. community. There are few terms 
so central to the anthropological endeavor, and yet “community” is 
often glossed uncritically in the literature and without recognition of 
its myriad meanings. Despite its centrality, relatively few ethnographies 
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focus on the concept of community (e.g., Redfield 1956; Tönnies 2001; 
Cohen 1985; Amit 2002). Rather than assuming that the term speaks for 
itself, and instead of imposing a single, fixed definition on it, this book 
explores the fluidity of community as it is composed and experienced by 
the ethnographic actors themselves. In focusing on Union, Virginia, this 
work highlights one particular range of possibilities as it unfolds in this 
particular site, while shining a light onto the sometimes obscure social, 
political, and economic structures that produce undeniably real experi-
ences of class- and race-based disparities in the United States today.
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