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In Kentucky Rising, James A. Ramage, Regents Profes-
sor of History at Northern Kentucky University, and his
daughter, Andrea S. Watkins, assistant professor of his-
tory at the same institution, offer a synthesis of Kentuck-
yas history between 1800 and 1865. Their book ranges
widely over the political, social, and cultural history of
the state in these years, arguing that Kentucky stood on
the forefront of the nation before the Civil War, its citi-
zens embracing a global and optimistic outlook that en-
sured the stateds economic growth, intellectual and cul-
tural vitality, and national political influence. Ramage
and Watkinsés glowing portrait of antebellum Kentucky
seems worlds away from the stateds present-day national
notoriety for reactionary politicians, museums devoted
to fake science, and rural poverty. But it also seems fairly
distant from descriptions offered by many nineteenth-
century observers of the state. Most famously, Alexis
de Tocqueville noted that by 1830 the population of the
state of Ohio, founded twelve years after its southern
neighbor, exceeded Kentuckyas population by 250,000.
He attributed this relative decline directly to slavery. The
slaves dcharged with exploiting the natural riches of the
soil,d Tocqueville argued, dhave neither enthusiasm nor
enlightenment; while those who could have these two
things do nothing or go into Ohio in order to make use

of their industry and to be able to exercise it without
shame.a[1] In the face of such evidence, Ramage and
Watkins struggle mightily to portray a modernizing and
forward-looking antebellum Kentucky. But their reliance
on a weak and parochial state-level historiography and
reluctance to compare developments in the state to those
in the rest of the nation undermines their case for the
state as uniquely arising.&4

Ramage and Watkins open Kentucky Rising in pre-
dictable fashion, with two chapters devoted to four-
time presidential candidate and native son Henry Clay.
They portray Clay as an American hero, by 1850 sec-
ond in stature only to George Washington, and a politi-
cian whom Americans viewed as selfless and above party,
committed to national economic development and the
sanctity of the Union. The authors speculate that if Clay
had lived he would have followed Abraham Lincolnas
path in the Civil War and rejected slavery in favor of
the Union, though they also note that many white Ken-
tuckians saw themselves as adhering to Clayas example
when they rejected emancipation and black troops. The
contrast points to the senatoras conflicted legacy for the
state. Though committed to the Union, Clay failed to take
substantive steps to dismantle the aevila institution that
by 1850 most divided the nation, because for him and
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the vast majority of white Kentuckians slavery and white
supremacy stood at the center of their conception of the
Union. Thus, when the war came many Kentuckians op-
posed secession precisely because they believed that re-
maining within the Union offered the best protection for
their slave property.

Ramage and Watkins underestimate white Kentuck-
iansé attachment to slavery largely because they embrace
historian Harold Tallantés thesis that most white Ken-
tuckians deemed slavery as an &evil necessity,a an un-
wanted and even immoral institution, but one that they
could not abandon without the prospect of social disor-
der and race war. Tallantas thesis highlights the fact that
in Kentucky—-almost alone in the South after 1830-a few
opponents of slavery, often at great personal risk, openly
critiqued the institution. But Tallantas book Evil Ne-
cessity: Slavery and Political Culture in Antebellum Ken-
tucky (2003) also minimizes—as do Ramage and Watkins—
white Kentuckiansé deep investment in slavery. Though
largely lacking the large plantations of the Deep South,
Kentucky had, as the authors note, more slaveholders
than all other southern states but Virginia and Georgia.
Moreover, the interstate slave trade—to which the authors
devote only four pages—ensured a steady flow of capi-
tal into the state that helped spark economic develop-
ment. Meanwhile, the enslaved population continued to
grow throughout the antebellum era (though by 1860 it
fell as a percentage of the total population to one-fifth).
In short, Kentucky, like much of the South, had chosen
a regional route to economic modernity, one in which
slavery played an essential role. Many recent scholars
of the South-Robert H. Gudmestad, Stephen Deyle, L.
Diane Barnes, and Tom Downey, among them-have de-
scribed how white southerners forged a political econ-
omy in which slavery served as the basis for economic
development. White Kentuckiansa overwhelming sup-
port for proslavery state constitutions—in 1792, 1799, and
again in 1850-revealed how fully they embraced the idea
of a diversified, slave-based economy. Unfortunately,
Kentucky Rising largely overlooks this recent historiog-
raphy of the antebellum South. Instead, the authors ar-
gue that slavery and the internal divisions caused by the
institution during the Civil War ultimately adestroyed
much of the progressa that the state had achieved before
1860 (p. 96). But this conclusion disregards how much of
the stateas aprogressa depended on slavery and thus how
committed to retaining the institution white Kentuckians
remained.[2]

Similar problems undermine Ramage and Watkin-
sas contention that Kentucky stood at the center of the

nations antebellum political, cultural, intellectual, and
scientific achievements. Failing to place Kentucky in
a broader national context, their claims that the state
served as a leader in a variety of endeavors remain unsup-
ported. In their embrace of progress and development,
white Kentuckians at best shared national traits, and in
many areas they trailed other arisinga states. In the
realm of education, for example, Kentuckyés children-
like those throughout the antebellum South-lagged be-
hind many of their northern neighbors until the mid-
1850s, and the state suffered from high illiteracy rates, be-
lying Ramage and Watkinsas claims that antebellum Ken-
tuckians shared a strong abelief in education (p. 2). And,
of course, dpublicd education, when it came, extended
only to white residents. Ramage and Watkinsas claims
about the intellectual, scientific, and artistic accomplish-
ments of antebellum Kentuckians suffer from a similar
lack of contextualization. The authors describe well the
work of Kentucky-based painters and architects (label-
ing the state a place d&where artists found a homea [p.
60]), scientists, and doctors, but they provide little anal-
ysis that would enable readers to understand the place
and significance of these works and individuals within
the broader American cultural and intellectual landscape.
White Kentuckians, in short, may well have shared a pa-
triotic, Aoptimistic, forward-looking spirit,a but they cer-
tainly did not stand apart from or above the rest of the
nation in this, as any number of foreign travelers, de Toc-
queville among them, observed (p. 235).[3]

As befits a survey, Ramage and Watkins offer a broad
coverage of Kentucky antebellum history, but subjects of
central importance-at least to historians writing about
antebellum America in the last thirty years—garner only
passing notice. Watkins wrote a fine dissertation about
southern patriarch Robert Wickliffe and the changing na-
ture of the southern family, but this subject gets little
attention in Kentucky Rising. Likewise, women receive
only a brief mention, largely in the context of religious
revivalism, and gender none at all. According to the au-
thors, class conflict essentially did not exist in a state
in which apolitical leaders were ... genuinely humanea
and 4Henry Clayas American Systema provided doppor-
tunity for all persons in all levels of societya (p. 96).
One wonders, if Clayas political economy had such uni-
versal benefits, why so many small farmers and trades-
men throughout the state and nation persistently voted
for Jacksonian Democrats vehemently opposed to Whig-
gish economic plans. And did free and enslaved African
Americans see antebellum Kentucky as a land of oppor-
tunity? Ramage and Watkins also offer a brief descrip-
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tion of the Great Awakening in Kentucky, arguing that
the revivals gave rise to extensive religious diversity in
the state. But readers never learn why Kentucky became
the site of some of the new nationas first evangelical re-
vivals, nor do they learn how white Kentuckiansi reli-
giosity shaped the stateas antebellum history. For exam-
ple, Ramage and Watkins say little about the relationship
between white Kentuckiansa religious beliefs and their
attitudes toward slavery, science, political life, and the
coming and course of the Civil War. Historians of the
Whig Party, such as Daniel Walker Howe, have rooted
Whiggeryas optimistic commitment to progress in the
rise of evangelicalism, but in Ramage and Watkinsas ac-
count religious faith and political belief appear to oper-
ate in separate realms.[4] Finally, the authors devote a
full chapter to the nature of slavery in Kentucky, draw-
ing most of their conclusions from Marion B. Lucasas fine
monograph A History of Blacks in Kentucky: From Slav-
ery to Segregation, 1760-1891 (1992). However, the chap-
ter closes weakly by answering with conjecture the un-
helpful question of whether the institution was somehow
more dhumaned in the Bluegrass State (p. 256).

Still, Kentucky Rising does not lack virtues. Readers
will find few better introductions to the political con-
tests that divided the state in the antebellum era and
the authorsa account of the Civil War in Kentucky-
comprising the bookas last three chapters—offers a con-
cise overview of the military battles in the state and slave-
holding Unionistsd growing disenchantment with Lin-
coln after the Emancipation Proclamation. But for all its
strengths, this book represents a missed opportunity to
place the history of antebellum Kentucky and the Ohio
Valley where it rightly belongs—that is, at the center of a
variety of ongoing historiographical conversations. For
too long, Kentucky has stood outside the main currents
of scholarly debate, too southern in its cultural orienta-
tion to be included in accounts of the northern states and
too northern in its political economy to be included in
accounts of the South. And the stateas historians have-
with some notable exceptions—paid too little attention
to broader historiographical trends and thus disregarded
how political, economic, cultural, and intellectual devel-
opments within the state paralleled, were shaped by, and
in turn shaped those in the nation. As a result, histo-
ries of the antebellum era rarely recognize the signifi-
cance of Kentucky and the Ohio Valley in the antebel-
lum era (and beyond), and the stateas historians have
treated Kentucky history as dexceptional,d as historian
Craig Thompson Friend recently noted.[5] Moncure D.
Conwayas 1862 observation that Lincoln awould like to

have God on his side,d but dhe must have Kentuckya
reveals the stateds high profile in the nineteenth cen-
tury.[6] When Kentucky historians begin to situate their
narratives within the wider historiography of the ante-
bellum era, they will begin to recapture Kentucky and
the Ohio Valleyas nineteenth-century significance. In
the meantime, readers of Kentucky Rising will learn much
about the stateds antebellum history. Equally important,
they will discover how much remains undone, how many
opportunities exist for telling a richer and fuller history
of the state and region. Kentuckyas historians still have
a lot of work to do.
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