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Discussion Series
Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage 
occurs at noon on the Tuesday two weeks before a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s 
Main Branch. 

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. 
A different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from 
the process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the 
work Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 
207.774.0465.

SeceSSion cartoon By Joe Heller



Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of  hundreds of  individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

The Davis Family Foundation

The Onion Foundation

Our Education Media partner  is

George & Cheryl Higgins
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Thoughts from the Editors:
What did you learn about the Civil War growing 

up, and what do you wish you had learned?

Growing up in Kentucky, the Civil War was usually a fairly touchy subject. 
Because Kentucky was one of only five border states during the war, many 
people used that as a defense of Kentucky’s actions during the war. While 
it’s true that Kentucky itself never took a side, we were always reminded 
that Kentuckians themselves definitely took sides. Even today, Kentuckians 
are divided on the issue of the Civil War: some call it “The War of Northern 
Aggression” and vehemently defend the actions of the Confederacy during 
the war, while others call it the Civil War and think of all Southerners as slave 
owners, who fought only to keep slavery alive and well. The phrase “brother 
against brother, father against son” was used in pretty much every Civil 
War lesson I was ever taught—and while the Civil War ripped families apart 
throughout the country, it always seemed to me growing up that Kentuckians 
got the worst of it. I wish that I had been taught the ways in which the Civil War 
affected the rest of the country, not just Kentucky. It’s been fascinating to me 
to learn about how others view the Civil War based on where they grew up and 
how it was presented to them.
- Emily Lawrence, Education Intern

Growing up in northwest Connecticut always made the Civil War feel like a 
very distant event. I don’t remember any of the specifics of what we learned 
during our Civil War unit in eight grade. But, even before the unit began my 
feelings on the war had been simplified down to the North being the “good 
guys” and the South being the “bad” with no exceptions. Which is why the 
outrage expressed by one of my classmates sent shockwaves through my 
eighth grade class. Danny had just moved to Connecticut from Arkansas. 
One day, our teacher shared an article with us that discussed the controversy 
surrounding the presence of the Confederate flag and opened up the floor for 
discussion. Many students expressed that the presence of the Confederate 
flag made them uncomfortable. Without raising his hand (a very scandalous 
act for my eigth grade class) Danny announced that everyone was wrong, 
accused our teacher of being unfair, and told us that the entire unit had treated 
the South like villains. We all watched in shocked silence as he started to 
cry. I’ve never felt a ton of state pride, but I am happy that I learned about the 
Civil War from a Northern perspective. I’m also grateful for Danny’s impact 
on my Civil War education because he was the first one that inspired me to 
look for facts beyond what I learned in the classroom. In a weird way Ben 
Butler reminds me of this memory of Danny because it creates a space and 
opportunity for a deeper discussion by not simplifying the story.  
- Rebecca Rovezzi, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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In North Carolina, most public schools don’t teach their students that the 
Civil War was fought because of the state's right to enslave people—we 
learned that the South fought a noble battle for the cause of state’s rights in 
a more general understanding of the term. I remember sitting in civics and 
economics and my teacher telling us how the North had imposed prejudices 
and legal processes against the South simply because they thought that 
Southerners were inferior. From there, she argued that the South was an 
underdog and the champion of what the Constitution “really” represented—a 
fight against the oppression of a tyrannical national government that didn’t 
care for its people. As I grew up and went to college, I had the fortunate 
experiences with colleagues and professors that provided me with facts so 
I could make up my own mind, and I am excited that this play continues to 
give me opportunities to grow in my own knowledge of such a significant 
period of our history. Right now, as I sit down in my home to do research 
on Shepard Mallory, I’m finding a significant lack in our historical records of 
his story as well as many other slaves’ stories. I find it jarring that there are 
entire generations of people’s histories that are lost forever. We simply do not 
include many African American experiences in our history. In an ideal world, 
I wish I had the opportunity to know more about the people that suffered 
under this cruel system, and how some of them found their own freedoms 
without the help of white people in positions of power.
- Dylan Gurrera, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Growing up in Texas, which was one of the eleven Southern states to secede 
from the Union, I always thought that if I were to be alive during that time 
I would run away from Texas to join the Union. It's troubling to know that 
there are still people in Texas who support the Confederacy by owning a 
Confederate flag and stating that it's "heritage, not hate." That's something I 
have grown up seeing constantly around town, school, and even sold in stores. 
When learning about the Civil War in school it was mainly factual, but there 
were times where I could tell that my teachers and classmates were proud 
that Texas seceded. My teachers never went into detail about the treatment 
of enslaved people and war prisoners. I've always wondered how different my 
perception of the Civil War would have been if I grew up in the North.
- Paige Farley, Education Intern

Growing up in a predominantly liberal setting, the younger me had no idea 
that Confederate flags and statues were still revered by some; the Civil War 
felt very far removed from my life and a relic of the past. I memorized a 
couple dates and names, took some quizzes, and moved on. Looking back, 
I wish that I could have thought to ask: why does the Civil War matter today? 
Because it does: in our current, rapidly-polarizing political climate, it matters 
that different groups of Americans view the Civil War in very different ways, 
as shown by what the other editors have written. It matters that we remain a 
divided nation about how to depict the Civil War—and, along with that, race, 
systematic injustice, and the concept of “America”—in our classrooms. Moving 
forward, I hope that I can continually ask myself questions about how history 
is relevant to me and our world today, instead of treating it as an immovable, 
dead “fact” in a textbook.
- Jae-Yeon Yoo, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1. In Ben Butler, Shepard Mallory faces stereotyping and discrimination based on his race. Was there 
ever a time in your life when you faced stereotypes based on your gender, race, or sexuality? How did 
you combat those stereotypes?

2. Precision of words is very important in Ben Butler. How can being careless words lead to 
misunderstanding and miscommunication?

3. Think about a time in your life where you took a big risk for something you believed in. Did it pay off? 
What did you have to sacrifice in order to take that risk? Was it worth the risk?

4. Should laws stay the same or change as time progresses? Do you ever think it is justified to break a 
law? What circumstance would justify breaking the law?

5. How do names help us form personal connections with people? How does your name give you an 
identity? How does giving someone a name force you to really see that person? How does not knowing 
someone’s name distance you from them?

6. Has there been a time in your life when you found yourself surrounded by people you never pictured 
yourself with? Did you find them to be different from what you expected?

1. In Ben Butler, words and their connotations hold a lot of power, and that power shapes the events of 
the play. Different words carry different connotations for different people. In a group, sit in a circle, and 
designate one person to start a word association. This person says the first word that comes to their 
mind. The person to their left then quickly says a word that has some connection to the previous word. 
This continues in the circle unitl you get back to the first person. Compare the first and last word said. 
How are they connected? How are they different? Did anything surprise you? Did any words bring any 
memories or emotions?

2. In Ben Butler, the characters realize that they have more in common than they originally thought. 
In your own life, but it might surprise you to learn what you have in common with someone. For this 
activity, everyone lines up shoulder to shoulder, in front of an imaginary line. The instructor will call out 
things people might have in common. If that phrase applies to you, you cross the line. For example, the 
instructor might say, “Cross the line if you are from a different state.” Everyone who is from a different 
state crosses the line, and we all learn a little bit more about the things we have in common with the 
people around us. Everyone moves back behind the line and the instructor calls out another sentence. 

3. In Ben Butler Lieutenant Kelly judges Shepard Mallory based on his first impression, whereas Butler 
takes the time to get to know Mallory on a more personal level. Imagine meeting yourself for the first 
time. What would be the things you immediately notice about yourself? How might you stereotype 
yourself if you were basing it off of a first impression? Think about your physical presentation and also 
your personality when meeting someone new. Take 5-10 minutes to write down your first impressions 
about yourself.

4. Ben Butler centers around the story of Ben Butler and Shepard Mallory, and the historic decision 
that Ben Butler made to save Shepard Mallory’s life. Read through this issue of PlayNotes, and then 
complete the word search on page 31, filled with terms from this important moment in history. 

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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About the Play
In 1861, three enslaved men, Shepard 
Mallory, James Townsend, and Frank Baker 
ran away from their owner, Colonel Charles 
King Mallory, to Major-General Benjamin 
Franklin Butler at Fort Monroe. Their request 
for asylum presented  a considerably hard 
decision for Benjamin Butler. 
 
At this moment in history, President Lincoln 
commanded the Union generals and troops to 
return all fugitive slaves to their Southern owners 
in accordance with the Fugitive Slave Act of 
1850. This act observed that the Southern states 
had a constitutional right to promote their own 
system of slavery and compelled all Northern 
citizens to return any runaway enslaved person, 
regardless of their personal feelings about the 
system of slavery. During the beginning of the 
war, the North moved carefully, avoiding radical 
actions and making an effort to compromise with 
the South to preserve the Union. 

As a Northern Democrat and a lawyer, Butler 
had his own moral quandary to face. Legally, 
he believed that he had a duty to uphold the 
Constitution, which indeed included the right 
to hold slaves, as well as to uphold the Union, 
even if that meant protecting the Southern 
right to slavery.  But privately, Butler was 
morally repulsed by slavery. Keeping his own 
feelings in check, Ben Butler was also walking 
on eggshells. Just weeks before going to Fort 
Monroe, his superiors repremanded him for 
disobeying direct orders. He needed to be 
careful to observe all rules and regulations of 
waging a proper war. 
 
This careful attitude might change when three 
enslaved people request asylum within Fort 
Monroe, one of the safest and largest Union 
forts at the time. With Shepard Mallory knocking 
on his door, Butler must face one of his toughest 
questions yet: will he follow the letter of the law 
and keep his job, or risk his career to alter the 
course of US history?

by Dylan gurrera

SHane taylor and eric Hoffmann in Butler at florida Studio tHeatre. 
PHoto By mattHew Holler



PorTland sTage’s Ben BuTler

9PlaynoTes

About the Playwight
by Dylan gurrera

When an interviewer asks Richard Strand about 
the first experience that led him to become a 
theater maker, he says he vividly remembers 
a purple puppet dragon named Applesauce, 
from a marionette company that toured to his 
elementary school in Detroit, Michigan. From the 
very beginning, theatrical stories entranced and 
delighted him, and he wanted to be a part of that 
action. In elementary school, Strand debuted as 
a playwright and actor as well, when his French 
teacher allowed Strand and his friend to write 
French skits and perform them for the class. 

After acting in some ambitious high school 
productions, such as Eugene O’Neill’s Ah, 
Wilderness!, Strand decided to study acting 
professionally at Ohio University. Strand 
exlains in brief: he got engaged while he was 
there, it went rather poorly, and he needed 
to get out of town. He returned to his home 
state and attended East Michigan University. 
While he was there, he had an opportunity to 
direct a one act play in their Lab Theater. He 
didn’t want to go through the work of reading 
a bunch of one act plays to make his decision, 
so he decided to write a one act version of his 
first play, Harry and Sylvia. 

This play went on to receive minor national 
awards that amounted to about $700 and 
was eventually turned into a full-length play, 
Clown, which premiered at Victory Gardens 
Theater, Chicago. After a year and a half at East 
Michigan University, Strand decided to give the 
professional world a try.

Out in the world, Strand had a hard time securing 
work, including sixteen back-to-back rejection 
letters, but he continued to write.Richard’s mother 
was a valued collaborator, editing and typing his 
plays for the first years of his professional life. 
After fifteen years, Strand decided that he needed 
a degree to launch his career, and he went back 
to complete his undergraduate degree at East 
Michigan University as well as obtaining his Master 
in Fine Arts. Even though his degree is not in 
playwriting, Richard notes that his training came 
from years of watching The Twilight Zone and The 
Dick Van Dyke Show in the 1960s. He believes that 

these were the only two shows with good writing 
and structure on television at that time.

After reading a biography on Abraham Lincoln, 
Strand noticed a footnote about Ben Butler's 
incident at Fort Monroe. Intrigued by the 
event, he started to read more about Butler to 
answer his questions about Butler’s role in this 
historical event. However, additonal reading 
did not answer Strand’s questions. Ben Butler 
is his attempt to personally understand the 
events at Fort Monroe.

Richard Strand currently lives with his wife 
Mary Lynn in California, and he i   s a professor, 
technical director, and set designer at Mt. San 
Antonio College. His plays have been performed 
at the Geva Theatre, Steppenwolf Theatre, 
Performance Network, New Jersey Repertory 
Company, Detroit Repertory Theatre, The Z 
Collective, and several other venues. And today, 
we can add Portland Stage to this list.

PlaywrigHt ricHard Strand
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Interview with the Director
by Dylan gurrera

Dylan Gurrera (DG): Why do you think this 
story is important to tell right now?
Daniel Burson (DB): This story is about people 
who find a way to connect, when their differences 
seem insurmountable. The different worlds that 
they come from—the different lived experiences 
that they have—and all the ways that they are 
different from each other seems vast. Yet, we 
see them coming together and finding shared 
experiences with each other, despite everything 
that tells them that they are different. That’s 
important to hear right now in our country, where 
many people feel a tremendous divide between 
themselves and others that they perceive to be 
different from them.  

DG: What about this play is challenging to 
you as a director?
DB: While this play doesn’t have many of the 
same technical challenges that bigger shows 
offer, the text has a lot of nuances in its use of 
language. One of the interesting challenges in 
this play is that most audience members may 
come in with a different expectation. Many people 
may have an expectation that they have come to 
see something that’s fully based on factual truth. 
Of course, this play does have that element, but 
it has another element that is unexpected. This 
play is so funny and has such wit in its wordplay, 
and I don’t think many people will expect that in 
a play that is primarily about a Civil War event. 
As a director, I’m looking for how we deliver the 
comedy and the drama of historical importance in 
a way that feels connected. That’s the challenge: 

making sure that the comedy and the history 
don’t feel like they are coming from two separate 
places. I’m excited to work with such talented 
actors and designers that will help tell this story in 
a way that feels sincere and genuine.  

DG: I know that you have a history with 
Portland Stage. What keeps you excited 
about what this company offers its artists?
DB: I grew up in Maine, and I have spent most 
of my life in this state. To do my creative work at 
Portland Stage, the largest regional theater in my 
home state, allows me to do the work that I love 
for a community that I love. As a Maine-based 
artist, there is something special about working 
here and doing work at the premier company in 
our state that presents such terrific work for and 
with the Portland community. This town isn’t a 
huge metropolitan area like New York or Chicago, 
or other places that are sprawling with bigger 
theaters and work opportunities. Yet, as a theater 
artist, and as a person who loves Maine, it feels 
so incredible to do my best work for this specific 
community. I don’t think places like New York City 
would have given me that same feeling. 

DG: What do you love about directing?
DB: Personally, it’s not just the role that I have 
in the play—I am here for this coming-together 
of people in the room, meeting new people, and 
collaborating with them so closely in creative 
ways. It’s about the relationships we find and 
build with one another. In rehearsal, I always look 
forward to getting the chance to unlock the stories 
with people in this close collaboration. I can’t 
quite describe the feeling of creating this thing 
together and that arrival to opening night—but it 
is powerful. I am not much of an actor either, but 
to participate in the creative process as a director, 
I get to be around that aliveness that I see in 
these actors.

DG: What piece of advice would you give to 
young artists?
DB: I think it’s important to see as much theater 
as you can. By seeing work, you find the stories 
you want to tell—you find the styles that are 
evocative to you. However, if you are only going 
to theater that you think you are going to like, 

ron orBacH & daniel BurSon in reHearSal
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that’s limiting your possibilities. I encourage 
young artists to try see as much as they can—to 
build your understanding of the stories that are 
out there. 

If you are basing yourself in a community, and 
you have found some place where you want 
to be, you want to see and get in touch with as 
many artists in that community. One way to do 
that is to see their work, to see who you want to 
work with, and ask if they want to be involved 
with one of your projects. Going to as many 
performances of other people’s work is vital to 
forming new relationships. 

Never wait for an opportunity. I know people who 
have been waiting for a long time, but there are 
not a lot of opportunities, especially for directors. 
There are not many of us working professionally 
and earning a living. And I think its important 
to make your own opportunities. Be proactive. 
Self-produce if you have to—do readings in your 
living room. Perform in parks. We spend so much 
time in our training programs talking to students 
about how theater gets done professionally and 
not how to do semi-professional work in parks, 
living rooms, or any public space. Make your own 

theater like how musicians form their own bands. 
Follow that rock band model. 

DG: What do you want people to take away 
from this story?
DB: I want people to walk away with a curiosity 
for this historical event that they may not have 
known a lot about, but I also hope there is a new 
curiosity for human connection. That human-to-
human contact is out there—we just have to find 
it, capture it, and enjoy it. If we can find that in 
rehearsal, I really hope that our audience can see 
that it’s possible within their own lives. 

Hound of tHe Baskervilles directed By daniel BurSon in Portland Stage'S 15-16 SeaSon
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Putting it Together: 
An Interview with 

Lighting Designer Gregg Carville
Jae-Yeon Yoo: Can you briefly describe who 
you are and what your role in Ben Butler has 
been?
Gregg Carville: I am the lighting designer. My 
job is to provide illumination for the play that not 
only helps the audience to see the show but also 
understand it. As a designer I look to provide 
context to the piece that will amplify the narrative.

JY: What is your typical process of designing 
for a show?
GC: I start by rading the script a few times—once 
just to get the story, a second time looking for 
specific lighting references that may exist, and 
then more times to keep the story fresh as I am 
working. I then talk to the director and designers 
to get their thoughts on the show. I may go out 
and do some research (or use research from 
the director, dramaturg, or designers), either 
specifically about lighting of the time and place, or 
more metaphorically about an idea that strikes me 
in the piece. Then I bring that all together into a 
list of ideas of light that I wish to use in the show.  
Finally, I need to figure out how to technically 
achieve those ideas using the equipment and 
space that the theater has.

JY: How does lighting design help tell the 
story of Ben Butler?
GC: This story is true and the characters are real. 
The set is realistic and the lighting will echo this. 
A goal of this design is to transport the audience 
to the time and place of the story. I hope to use 
lighting that mimics the idea of being in a fort, in a 
room lit primarily by gas lamps and candles with 
one small window to let in exterior light. 

There will be subtle shifts in the lighting that 
will adjust the overall picture as the narrative 
develops. As the audience’s eyes adjust to the 
stage lights there can be some fatigue, so I will 
often do some small adjustments to try and avoid 
that. However, the primary goal of this process is 
the narrative that we are telling; sometimes the 
best lighting is simple and doesn’t get in the way. 

JY: Is there any particular person or thing 
that inspires you, when designing a show?
GC: I’ve often enjoyed photography and cameras, 
I used to do a lot of it myself. Now I enjoy looking 
at photos both online and in person. Art exhibits, 
museums, and galleries can be a source of 
inspiration, or just seeing someone else’s artistic 
take on life. 

For this show, I was particularly struck by some 
of Anita Stewart's, the scenic designer, research 
photos that had the windows glaringly bright 
white. I expect it was a camera adjustment that 
made them that way, but there was something 
about the outside world looming outside of this 
fort. It spoke to me about the situation Ben Butler 
and Shepard Mallory find themselves in, on the 
eve of this great conflagration that overtook our 
country and is still resonating today.

by Jae-yeon yoo

ligHting deSigner gregg carville



PorTland sTage’s Ben BuTler

13PlaynoTes

JY: What is your relationship with Portland 
Stage (PS)?
GC: I started at PS back in January of 1996. 
I worked in the development office after for 
the first season that Anita was here as Artistic 
Director. I got to know her and I got to work with 
Chris Akerlind, the other Artistic Director, and 
a lighting designer. After that season, I moved 
into production and was the electrician for Chris 
for two years. That experience coupled with the 
outside designers got me to move to NYC and 
pursue my MFA. I’ve been working with PS since 
then off and on.

JY: What got you initially interested in lighting 
design?
GC: In undergrad, I was excited by the 
equipment. That was the start and I think it was 
the combination of the artistic elements with 
technical knowledge that continued my interest. 
Once I started getting paid to do theater, which I 
have been fortunate to enjoy, that sealed the deal 
and I’ve been doing it ever since.

JY: Do you have a favorite piece of lighting 
equipment?
GC: Whatever light is going to provide the idea 

I am after for a piece. I really am fascinated to 
watch the transition to LED lighting; it has a lot of 
benefits, but also some challenges as a designer. 
You get more control, more color options, but you 
lose the full spectrum light source. This changes 
the colors on the stage. My guess is that in fifty 
years no one will notice, but I expect that this is 
similar to the transition from gas to electric lighting 
on the stage, or from silent film to "talkies." It will 
change the paradigm, and some will wonder if it 
is for the best or not, but change is inevitable. 

JY: Is there anything else you'd like to share 
that I haven't asked about?
GC: The lighting designer is the only designer 
who doesn’t see or hear their work in advance. 
The first time they are lighting the stage, everyone 
else on the production team is there. Specific 
inspiration can come from anywhere and anyone 
in the moment. Sometimes you will walk into the 
tech process with a strong idea about the lighting 
and, during the process of creating cues, you will 
find that idea has morphed into something new. 
You need to be open to the moment to allow the 
process to work organically. 

Bowdoin college'S eurydice, 2017. ligHting deSigned By greg carville

PHoto By alex cornell du Houx
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Meet the Cast:
Name: Ron Orbach
Character: Ben Butler

Major General of the Union Army and  
commander of Fort Monroe.

Name: Michael Dix Thomas
Character: Lieutenant Kelly

A West Point graduate and adjutant (or 
administrative assistant) to Ben Butler.

by Dylan gurrera

Name: Cornelius Davidson
Character: Shepard Mallory

A fugitive enslaved person seeking asylum in 
Fort Monroe.

Name: Corey M. Gagne
Character: Major Cary

A Confederate artillerist (or an expert gunman), 
seeking to retrieve Shepard Mallory.
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Many Hands Make Light Work

What goes into a play? The Actors, Directors, and 
Designers, of course, but who puts it all together? 
Here at Portland Stage our staff and interns dive 
in to help make sure every play comes to life 
flawlessly before your eyes, even if that means 
stitching seams or painting bricks! We couldn't 
produce our plays without the hard work of over 
20 behind-the-scenes staff and interns. So during 
the show, take a second to sit back, and enjoy 
the handcrafted props, scenery, and costumes 
put together just for you.

Costume intern Carlee Ihde at work. 
Photo by Lauren Kennedy. 

Creating bricks in the set shop. Photo by Lauren Kennedy.

Set Designer Anita Stewart at work. 
Photo by Lauren Kennedy. 
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Timeline of Tension: 1850s-1860s
1850 – Compromise of 1850 
At the time, previous legislation such as the 
Missouri Compromise and the Wilmot Proviso lead 
to increasingly tense relations between the North 
and South. Senators Henry Clay and Stephen 
Douglas pass the Compromise of 1850 as an effort 
to help appease both sides. On the one hand, the 
Compromise prevents further expansion of slave 
territories; on the other, it passes the Fugitive Slave 
Act to appease Southern fears.

1850- Fugitive Slave Act
Part of the Compromise of 1850, this act helps 
alleviate the South’s fears of “slave power 
conspiracy” forming from all of the escaped 
slaves. It requires that any escaped slave—
like Shepard Mallory—must be returned to 
their master if captured, even if they are in an 
abolitionist state. All officials and citizens of the 
free states must comply with this act. If not, they 
have to pay a large fee.

1852 – Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
by Harriet Beecher Stowe  
A novel that explores the horrors of slavery, Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin becomes a best-seller all across 
the nation. In the North, it inflames anti-slavery 
sentiments; the South feels that the work is 
slanderous. This book is still studied in schools 
today, though despite its strong anti-slavery 
sentiments, it perpetuates racial stereotypes 
of its time. Stowe wrote this cultural sensation 
in nearby Brunswick, Maine (You can visit the 
Harriet Beecher Stowe House there and view her 
writing room today).

by Jae-yeon yoo

uncle tom'S caBin

1854 – Kansas-Nebraska Act
This highly contested act allows settlers to decide 
by popular vote whether Kansas and Nebraska 
will become slave states. With hopes of shifting 
the vote through sheer numbers, impassioned 
citizens from both the North and South flock 
to Kansas. Nicknamed “Bleeding Kansas,” the 
territory goes through five years of violence that 
shocks the nation, before eventually becoming an 
anti-slavery state. 

1857 – Dred Scott vs. Sanford
Dred Scott, an enslaved man in Virginia, tries 
to sue for his freedom and human rights as 
according to the Bill of Rights. However, the 
Supreme Court of the US rules that enslaved 
people are pieces of property, not citizens, and 
“so far inferior that they [have] no rights which 
the white man was bound to respect” (Library 
of Congress). Polarization between the North 
and South intensifies.

 

"Peace convention" at fort Scott, KanSaS

dred Scott
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HarPer'S ferry

1859 – John Brown’s Raid
The violently ardent abolitionist John Brown, 
his band of formerly enslaved people, and other 
white allies raid Harper’s Ferry, a government 
arsenal in Virginia. Brown’s goal is to distribute 
weapons from the arsenal to enslaved people 
and start off uprisings throughout the South. 
However, the raid is unsuccessful and Brown is 
executed for treason. He becomes a martyr figure 
for the abolitionist cause in the North. Meanwhile, 
frightened Southerners start military preparation. 

1860 – Abraham Lincoln’s Election 

tHe Battle of fort Sumter

Lincoln is elected as president, although his 
name is not an option on many Southern ballots; 
his position on against slavery makes him an 
unfavorable candidate to the South. Shortly 
following his election, South Carolina secedes 
from the US in December. 

1861 – Battle of Fort Sumter
Ten more states secede, forming the Confederate 
States of America. While the secession 
declarations demand that the Union relinquish 
all property in Confederate states, the Union still 
keeps several military forts there and sends in 
supplies. Fort Sumter, South Carolina, becomes 
the first site of armed conflict when Confederates 
turn away Union supply ships. Later, after failed 
negotiation attempts, the Confederates bombard 
the fort itself; many historians consider this battle 
as the official start of the Civil War. 
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Unfortunately, the history of the United States 
is rooted in a system of oppressive racism; 
we simply do not have a good track record of 
documenting the history of people of color. 
Especially before and during the Civil War, there 
are generations of gaps that leave us wondering: 
What were the life stories of enslaved people?

While we do not have memoirs, biographies, or 
letters for Shepard like we do for Butler, thorough 
digging gives us a basic outline of who Shepard 
Mallory was. Before the Civil War, Shepard 
Mallory probably grew up in the Hampton Road 
area of Virginia on the Mallory family plantation 
working as a field hand. Of the thirteen enslaved 
people owned by Colonel Charles King Mallory, 
Shepard was the only one to take his last 
name. Rumors spread about the possibility 
that Colonel Charles Mallory fathered Shepard 
Mallory, because he was also the only biracial 
enslaved person on the plantation. From what we 
know about slavery in the North Hamptons, it is 
possible that Charles Mallory hired Shepard out 
to work in the maritime industry, where he would 
have encountered freed black men on northern 
crew ships. It is possible to imagine that Shepard 
probably learned about abolitionism through this 
channel. In regard to Shepard's education, the 
urban area of the North Hamptons had more 
available resources than rural areas, even though 
literacy for the enslaved was still regarded as 
illegal. In this sense, it is very plausible that 
Shepard could have become the radicalized 
literate enslaved person that we see in the play.

Once the Civil War began, Charles Mallory 
directed his enslaved people to work on the 
construction of a new fortification, Sewell’s 
Point—located directly across the bay from Fort 
Monroe. In a few weeks, Benjamin Butler arrived 
at Fort Monroe, and his first mission was to 
establish a reconnaissance program through the 
Hampton Roads area. The Union forces were 
anticipated, and residents burned their town 
than see it surrendered to the enemy. In the 
pandemonium, Shepard Mallory, Frank Baker, 
and James Townsend escaped from their master, 
and headed to Fort Monroe. In their interrogation 
with Benjamin Butler, they told him that they 

were being used to construct fortifications and 
they hoped to get asylum in Fort Monroe. As 
soon as Butler learned that they were building 
fortifications, he declared them as contraband of 
war. Using Southern logic, he claimed that they 
were property, and, as they were being used to 
conduct war, that the Union had the obligation to 
intercept them and use them. 

Immediately after this decision was made, 
Shepard Mallory began his first duty in the Union 
army: constructing a bakehouse. In the Union 
army, many of the enslaved "contraband" people 
worked to support the Union Army’s efforts. Many 
of them set up self-sufficient communities outside 
of the Union forts, which included houses, and 
roads. After the Civil War, Mallory became a 
house carpenter. He and his wife, Fanny, were 
even able to build a home for their three children: 
Shepard, William, and Lucy. Now, he is celebrated 
as one of the three enslaved people that led to the 
Emancipation Proclamation-the historic document 
that would lead to the end of slavery.

The Real Shepard Mallory
by Dylan gurerra

a dePiction of mallory and Butler'S meeting

a reward PoSter from tHe civil war era
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Benjamin Butler was born in Deerfield, New 
Hampshire on November 5, 1818. The Butler's 
father served under General Andrew Jackson 
at the Battle of New Orleans and died shortly 
after Ben’s birth, leaving his mother to raise their 
children alone. Being raised by a strict Calvinist 
mother, Ben grew up understanding the value 
of education—and not only in the classroom. 
Ben listened to his neighbors’ war stories, until 
he, too, believed that “the highest achievement 
in life was too get behind a stonewall and shoot 
a Britisher (British Soldier)." These lessons 
would transpire into his military aspirations, and 
he worked diligently to seek an appointment 
at West Point. Unfortunately, the position was 
already taken, and poor Ben became embittered, 
realizing that such things required political 
connections that a boy raised in self-described 
“considerable poverty” couldn’t have.

When his plan fell through, Ben obliged his mother 
by attending the Baptist Waterville College (later 
Colby College in Maine), to pursue a career in the 
clergy. However, he shied away from these goals, 
and became quite the rabble rouser, going as far 
as sending the Calvinist administration a letter 
demanding that he, someone destined to go to 
hell, should be excused from all mandatory chapel 
services and prayers. Instead of seeking a life in 
the clergy, he now sought a life as a lawyer, and at 
21, he was admitted to the Massachusetts bar.

As a lawyer and aspiring politician, Ben began a 
career that is full of contradictions. As a politician, 
Ben was a man of the people as a politician, 
fighting for shorter working days for the factory 
workers in New England. Yet, throughout his 
law career Ben made a practice of exploiting 
loopholes in the law to get rich quick. In most 
instances, this meant that Ben took advantage 
of technical legal wording to keep criminals from 
imprisonment. During this time of his life, Ben 
Butler also married Sarah Hildreth, an actress and 
the daughter of a notable physician.

In the years leading up to the Civil War, Butler’s 
political career took serious leaps and strides. 
Not only was he elected to his state’s House of 
Representatives, but he was also representing 

the people of Massachusetts on a national 
level. As a Northern Democrat, he was a 
representative sent to the National Democratic 
Convention of 1860. In this extremely heated 
event to choose the official Democratic candidate 
for the presidency, Ben Butler voted for Jefferson 
Davis on 57 consecutive ballotings, because he 
believed that Davis was the only candidate that 
could keep the Union together (it is worth noting 
that Davis was not yet a secessionist). 

During the Civil War, Butler grew into an even more 
controversial leader. Many questioned if he was in 
the war to fight or to become rich. Early on, Butler 
would demand Massachusetts to order 2,000 new 
uniforms to be made in the Middlesex Company, 
a factory that he had stock in. Butler also went 
against orders and successfully occupied 
Baltimore, Maryland. While this was celebrated 
in the press, his superiors were ready to wring 
his neck. General Scott, the leader of the Union 
Army, demoted him to commander of Fort Monroe. 
However, seeing the value of a Democratic Union 
army man, Lincoln softened the blow by promoting 
him to the title of major general, and one of the first 
in the Civil War.

At Fort Monroe, when Shepard Mallory showed 
up, Butler made a decision that would eventually 
change the tide of the war. Afterward, Butler went 
on to capture New Orleans. Once the city was 
successfully captured, Ben began to make certain 
policies that fell under public scrutiny. Not only did 
he allow his brother to engage in illegal trading that 
would make the Butlers rich, but he also declared 
that any woman who insulted the Union Army was 
liable to be treated as a prostitute.

After the Civil War, Ben Butler became a 
radicalized civil rights leader, championing the 
people of Massachusetts as their governor. He 
would later go on to publish his memoir and 
autobiography, Butler’s Book. Ben Butler died in 
1893, after arguing a case in the Supreme Court. 

The Real Ben Butler
by Dylan gurrera
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Over the course of Ben Butler, Richard Strand 
reiterates the fact that Benjamin Butler, despite 
his status as major general, did not come from 
a military background. He did not attend West 
Point (unlike Strand’s fictional addition to the 
play, Lieutenant Kelly), had very little prior 
military training, and was a lawyer by trade. His 
only prior experience was brigadier general of 
a Massachusetts militia. Despite all of this, his 
appointment was not especially unique. Civilian 
commanders existed in both the Confederate 
and the Union armies. But why was this the 
norm? Today, it would be unheard-of for a lawyer 
without any prior military training to be appointed 
as a General during a time of war. The answer 
revolves around tense political landscape that 
surrounded every aspect of the Civil War.

 Civilian soldiers enlisted for variety of reasons 
that may have included an intense sense of 
state pride, a powerful conviction in the political 
ideals their side was fighting for, a search 
for adventure and glory, or a fierce desire to 
defend their homes. While ideals and pride may 
have played a role in a civilian commander’s 
involvement in the war, a rise in status was 
more often their main motivator. Many politicians 
desired a general’s star for themselves or their 
friends. The appointment of civilian generals 
was an inevitable part of society during the 
Civil War. Politics played a significant role in the 
appointment of generals and lesser officers for 
both Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis. Both 
presidents commissioned generals and had to 
consider factors of party, faction, and state when 
appointing generals. 

The entire subject of Confederate military history 
was inherently political, and President Jefferson 
Davis's political background prepared him for 
it. He understood that political consideration 
formed the keystone of Confederate military 
policy. To a wartime aide he spoke of having “to 
conduct a war and a political campaign as a joint 
operation,” and he never forgot “the necessity 
of consulting public opinion instead of being 

guided simply by military principles.” He knew he 
would have to appoint political generals, so he 
made his appointments with two considerations. 
First, he insured to the best of his ability that his 
political generals would have a positive impact 
on his administration and his cause. Second, 
even when dealing with military professionals, he 
listened seriously to his political leaders.

 Davis understood that the Confederate Army 
would not last without political support from 
the Southern gentry as they were the ones 
who benefited most from the economy the 
Confederacy was they fighting to keep. This 
eventually backfired on Davis because greater 
contact with aristocrats fostered feelings of 
resentment among Southern famers and 
laborers, who believed the burden of waging the 
war fell disproportionately on their shoulders. 
By the midpoint of the conflict their commitment 
waned. Large numbers of farmers and laborers 
determined that the perpetuation of slavery was 
not worth their continued sacrifices.

The Politics of War
by rebecca rovezzi

“Let no man be so rash as to suppose that in donning a general’s uniform,  
he is forthwith competent to perform a general’s functions.”

Attributed to Dennis Hart Mahan, Professor, United States Military Academy 1824-187

maJor general BenJamin Butler
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On the Union side, President Lincoln faced 
similar political challenges. When he took 
office there wasn’t just an absent system of 
command, but there had been no planning 
whatsoever by the previous administrations for 
war; no preparatory memos or regular briefings 
awaited him. However, General Ulysses S. 
Grant, the commanding general of the Union 
Army, was far more aware of political realities 
than most give him credit for. He understood 
he could not remove certain generals because 
of their political influence, especially if they 
were appointed by Lincoln. In selecting corps 
and department commanders, General Grant 
had to seek presidential approval as a matter 
of procedure. What might appear as hesitation 
or indecisiveness on General Grant’s part was 
actually an effort to work with President Lincoln 
to reconcile military and political priorities. 
General Grant’s conduct of operations was 
infulenced by his awareness of Lincoln’s plan for 
reelection. He had to achieve results in time to 
assist Lincoln’s bid for a second term. 

Many debate how effectively President Lincoln’s 
appointments served partisan as well as military 
ends. One might suggest, for example, that 
had Lincoln allowed General Grant free reign 
in 1864, neither Major General Nathaniel P. 
Banks nor Major General Franz Sigel would 
have remained in command and perhaps the 
major setbacks they caused to the Union war 
effort would never have occurred. The result 
might have been a better military situation for the 
Union. But conversely, without President Lincoln 
and General Grant’s commitment to political 
appointments in military ranks, Ben Butler 
would never have geen given the opportunity 
to contribute to the emancipation movment and 
become the man we know him as today. 

PreSident lincoln viSting a union army camP
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The Secession Question: 
Then and Now

by Jae-yeon yoo

As shown in the quote above, the repercussions of 
secession form the basis of Ben Butler’s legal argument 
against turning in Shepard Mallory. But what exactly did 
secession entail during the Civil War? 

Secession is defined as “the action of withdrawing 
formally from membership of a federation or body, 
especially a political state.” In Ben Butler, the term 
refers specifically to the secession of eleven states 
from the Union between 1860 and 1861, which led 
to the start of the Civil War. These states formed the 
Confederate States of America (CSA). The states in 
the CSA were, in chronological order of secession: 
South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, 
and Tennessee. Delaware, Maryland, Missouri, and 
Kentucky—the four other states with slavery—held a 
vote on whether to secede, but did not. While Maryland, 
Missouri, and Kentucky acted as a buffer zone between 
the North and South, all three “border” states still had 
soldiers serving in the Confederate Army. 

The seceding states cited the Tenth Amendment of 
the Constitution as a way to validate their actions. 
Originally, the Tenth Amendment was designed to 
check the powers of the federal government and 
preserve states’ rights. Passed as the final part of 
the Bill of Rights in 1791, the Tenth Amendment 
reads:“The powers not delegated to the United 
States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to 
the states, are reserved to the states respectively, 
or to the people." In other words, it allows states 
to regulate their own laws and policies, as long 
as those are not in direct conflict with the federal 
government’s authority. Historically, the Supreme 
Court has used the Tenth Amendment to limit the 
power of the federal government, mostly when 
dealing with state taxes and commerce regulation.  

However, the CSA interpreted the Tenth 
Amendment differently, viewing the United States 
as an alliance between sovereignties—not a 
unified whole. By this logic, each state had the 
right to govern itself and could, at any time, revert 
to its original method of self-sovereignty. If the 
state was not satisfied with the Union’s federal 
support, a state was legally allowed to back out 
of its previous agreement with the Union. Using 
this interpretation of the Tenth Amendment, every 
seceding state declared an “Article of Secession,” 
which officially stated their break from the Union. 
Texas, Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina 
issued a “Declaration of Causes” in addition to the 
Articles of Secession. 

While these legalities may give the impression 
that the secession was just about states’ rights, 
the movement was directly tied into and triggered 
by slavery. In the Declaration of Causes, all of the 
states listed Lincoln’s election—and his abolitionist 
tendencies—as a grievance and strongly defended 
slavery. The Declaration also stated that the North 
had not sufficiently followed the Fugitive Slave Act 
and, therefore, this inadequate federal support 
gave these states a right to secede. The seceded 
Confederate states were no longer obliged to 
follow the regulations of the Union, including its 
restrictions on slavery. However, the Civil War 
brought an end to the CSA and the seceded states 
again became a part of the USA. 

1860 may feel far away, but secession movements 
have constantly resurfaced throughout US history and 
are very much present to this day. For example, the 
first-ever North American Secessionist Convention was 
held in 2006, in which representatives from eighteen 
states participated. Reasons for seceding have varied 
from case to case, but reoccurring arguments for 
modern-day secession include economic benefits, 
disagreements on US government policy, and sense of 
state—not national—identity.  

“Last year—hell, yesterday—I’d have been obliged to return these three [enslaved men] to the State of 
Virginia. But since that time Virginia has claimed to be no longer a part of the United States. 

She has made that claim and I will take her at her word.” – Ben Butler
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Given Alaska’s location and size, it is no surprise 
that the state has had a constant stream of 
secession attempts and still has an active political 
party today campaigning for Alaska’s secession. 
The Alaskan Independence Party proclaims 
“Alaska First!” and wants “Alaskans to achieve 
independence under a minimal government.” 
The founder of this movement, Joe Vogler, 
felt so passionately about being Alaskan and 
not American that he refused to be buried on 
American soil. Instead of the US, he was buried in 
Yukon Territory, Canada. 

Similarly, the Texas Nationalist Movement (TNM) 
believes Texans are a distinct group of people 
with their own culture, portraying themselves 
as an entirely separate nation from the US. The 
group also emphasizes the perceived economic 
benefits of seceding. Their website states: “TNM 
aggressively advocates for policies that restrict 
government spending and move Texas toward a 
Texas-centered economic system. We strongly 
resist all efforts at further economic integration with 
the United States.” The “Texit” supporters believe it 
would be best for Texas to separate itself from the 
deteriorating American economy. 

But while many secession movements have been 
associated with rural, conservative groups and their 
dislike of liberal policy-making, secession attempts 
come from both sides of the political spectrum.
 A recent example is the #Calexit or “Yes 

California,” a leftist movement that wants California 
to separate from the US, especially under Trump’s 
presidency. Calexit leaders argue that California’s 
strong economy, the “war” of lawsuits against 
California from the Trump Administration, and 
shortchanged taxes are all good reasons to 
secede. They are currently working on getting 
enough signatures for a 2021 special election, in 
which Californians could decide whether the state 
should become an independent country. 

Leaders from both the Texas and California 
secessionist movements cite recent events, 
like Brexit (Great Britian's secession from the 
European Union) and Scotland’s popular vote, as 
examples of how state secession may actually be 
possible. With the polarized state of our current 
political climate, it’s hard to know what may 
happen. But even through decades of attempts 
from widely varying groups, the only state so far 
to successfully secede has been West Virginia 
in 1863. West Virginia seceded from the state 
of Virginia, which was back then a part of the 
Confederate States of America. By doing so, it 
became its own state and returned to being a part 
of the Union. So we come full circle back to the 
world of Ben Butler. If Shepard Mallory’s owner 
had lived in West Virginia in 1863, Ben Butler 
would have been legally required to return the 
enslaved men back to a fellow US citizen!

califonia SeceSSion cartoon By Jeff durHam
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Hampton, VA 1850;
Portland, ME 1850

by rebecca rovezzi
Hampton, VA 1850

Location of Fort Monroe 
Population: about 4,586

Hampton, in its earliest years, was a thriving 
tobacco port. Its waterways also brought 
invading armies and navies during the American 
Revolution and the War of 1812. Fort Monroe, the 
setting for Ben Butler, was completed in 1834 and 
was strategically built to defend the port. 

In 1850, Hampton was a busting seaport city. 
An average of 1,000 to 1,500 ships sailed into 
the Hampton harbor. All of its main industries 
were maritime and the number of travelers 
entering the city every day gave it a distinctly 
cosmopolitan atmosphere. Popular trades in 
Hampton were also nautical in nature such 
as sail-making, caulking, rigging, and ship 
carpentry. Blacksmithing was also common. The 
surrounding area was predominately made up of 
slavery centered farming communities. According 
to some sources, enslaved people made up 
almost 37% of the population of the county where 
Hampton was located in 1850. Because of the 
high quantity of ships traveling in and out of the 
harbor, many enslaved people stowed away or 
made a deal with a captain to travel north. 

The Underground Railroad flourished in Hampton 
and was at its peak during 1850. It became the 
second largest Underground Railroad travel 
location in all of Virginia. As a result, the Hampton 
government established and supported many 
anti-abolitionist laws in an attempt to cripple the 
Underground Railroad’s hold in Hampton. 

A very anti-abolitionist attitude existed in the 
Hampton area and the general population of 
Hampton vehemently supported the Fugitive 
Slave Act. The Fugitive Slave Act, passed in 
September of 1850, was a law that required 
officials and citizen in every state (even free 
states) to return all escaped enslaved people 
upon capture to their masters. 

Portland, ME 1850 
Population: about 20,879

In 1850, Portland was the 25th largest city in the 
Union with about 2,728 houses with an average 
of seven people to a home. Much like Hampton, 
Portland was a thriving seaport. Portland’s 
economy revolved around trade and its main 
source of wealth came from the lumber industry. 

Boston had a large impact on Portland both 
politically and socially because of its proximity, 
and in part because Maine became independent 
of Massachusetts in 1820. 

Politically, Portland’s population identified 
predominantly as abolitionist and ads in the 
newspaper often spoke about “keeping the union 
together.” During the 1850s, anti-slavery protests 
led by both men and women spread throughout 
Maine as part of a larger reform movement that 
addressed “societal ills” such as alcohol abuse 
and the horrible conditions in both prisons and 
psychiatric hospitals.

 In 1851, Maine led the nation by passing the first 
state law to prohibit the sale of alcohol except 
for “medicinal, mechanical, or manufacturing 
purposes.” The law became known as the Maine 
Law and eighteen states passed similar laws. 
Portland became a center for protest movements 
against the law. 

middle Street, Portland circa 1850 
collected By tHe maine HiStorical Society 
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1) Shepard Mallory, along with Ben Butler and his contraband argument, sparked a movement within 
the Union Army, which eventually led to over 1,000 former enslaved people being sheltered in Fort 
Monroe. Research this historical event, including how it led to the Emancipation Proclamation and how 
it shaped our country. Draw a comic strip depicting this historical event, and create dialogue for the 
people that played a key role in this historic decision. 

2) Ben Butler is set in 1861 in Virginia, but was written in 2012. In small groups, discuss what lessons 
can we learn from the play today and how the actions of Ben Butler and Shepard Mallory still affect us 
today. Why do you think Richard Strand wrote a play about this event in 2012? If you wrote a play about 
a historical event, what event would it be and why? Why is this event important and relevant to people 
today? Write a short scene from this play, introducing us to the main characters and the central conflict. 

3) Think about the design of the play. How were costumes, sets, and lights used to evoke the images 
and emotions of the play? How was realism utilized to bring these characters to life? Imagine you are 
designing this show. Sketch a picture of what your set might look like in the box provided below. What 
elements would you want to include to let the audience know when and where the play occurs?  

4) Imagine being an actor in this play. Which character would you want to portray and why? What 
challenges would you face portraying each character? Are there any characters you wouldn’t want to 
portray? Why?

5) Theater can be created and performed in any space at any time. If you could write a play about 
any historical figure, who would it be and why? Where would you perform this play? Think about 
unconventional theater spaces and the advantages and disadvantages to those spaces. 

6) Ben Butler ends right as things are posed to fall apart. Write an epilogue to the play, imagining what 
happens after the characters finish their drink. What happens to Shepard Mallory and his friends? The 
eight enslaved people that showed up the next morning? If you would like, research the real historical 
event and include facts in your epilogue about what happened in the coming days and weeks. 

7) Shepard Mallory tells Ben Butler that it would be dangerous for him and for others if Butler told 
anyone that he was educated. Why would it have been dangerous? What would’ve happened to 
Shepard if anyone found out he was educated? Pair with a partner and research why enslaved people 
weren’t allowed to be educated. What power does an education hold? 

8) Lieutenant Kelly is the only fictional character in the play. Why might Strand have created his 
character for this story? How does Kelly’s character change throughout the play? What does his 
character represent? If you were to create your own character for this play, who would it be? Write 
a scene with this character interacting with one or more characters from Ben Butler. What does 
your character add to the story? Do they create conflict? Or do they provide solutions? What is their 
relationship to the other characters?   

9) In Ben Butler, the main argument is that the escaped enslaved people are contraband. In your own 
words, describe the argument that Butler makes. Research the idea of contraband in relation to the 
enslaved people during the war. Do you think this argument would hold up in court? Do you think this 
is a good argument or a bad argument? Defend your position. Write an article for the opinion section of 
your local newspaper, explaining why you think this is a good or bad argument. 

Post Show Activities
by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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What is the American Civil War? 

The American Civil War was the bloodiest war in 
American history (620,000 of 2.4 million soldiers 
were killed during the war), but it shaped the 
America that we all know today. The war lasted 
from 1861-1865 and was between the Union and 
eleven Southern states that seceded to create 
the Confederate States of America. The eleven 
Southern states decided to form their own country 
because they wanted to have more input in political 
decisions and to protect the institution of slavery. 
The North was fighting to restore unity in the nation. 
The South was fighting for their voice to be heard 
and their self-governing rights. The Northern and 
Southern states had major economic differences. 
The North’s economic growth depended on 
manufacturing factories and industry while the South 
leaned more towards agriculture and depended on 
the labor of enslaved people. After the Mexican-
American War in 1846, the United States gained 
Western territories and the South feared that the 
new territories would all become free states. If this 
happened, the free states would outnumber slave 
states and could therefore abolish slavery in spite of 
Southern input. The South believed their economy 
would crumble without the labor of enslaved 
people and they truly believed that slavery was the 
“backbone” of America. 

The Start of the American Civil War

It is debated whether the Civil War did or did not 
start on April 12, 1861, when General Beauregard 
of the Confederate Army attacked Fort Sumter, in 
Charleston Harbor. Incredibly, this attack occured 
without any human casualties, so the bloodiest 
war in American history may have started with a 
bloodless battle. Some argue that the war could 
not have begun right after the Battle of Fort Sumter 
because only seven states declared independence 
and joined the Confederacy. Since North Carolina 
and Virginia were still neutral states, they declared 
that if the North or South crossed the border of 
either state the neutral states, would consider 
it as an invasion and attack. Some say the war 
could not have started until the neutral states 
chose a side. The Union and Confederate States 
of America both assumed that the war would end 
within a matter of months. President Abraham 

The American Civil War
by Paige Farley

Lincoln called for 75,000 men to enlist and form an 
army in the North, and the South formed armies 
to serve during the war. The Northern armies 
outnumbered the Confederate armies two to one. 
On July 21, 1861, the Battle of Bull Run occurred 
in Virgina and is said to be the true start of the war.
Virginia sent its military to threaten Washington, 
DC, and by the time Virginia seceded from the 
Union, the American Civil War had begun.

The Turning Point of the American Civil War 

The Battle of Gettysburg is considered to be the 
turning point of the Civil War. The battle started on 
July 1, 1863, and in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. The 
largest and bloodiest battle of the Civil War, it went 
on for three days. With the recent victories for the 
Confederate Army at the Battle of Chancellorsville, 
Confederate General Robert E. Lee was feeling 
confident and decided to invade the North a 
second time. Lee hoped that invading the North 
would move the war up north and cause panic so 
President Lincoln would have to call off the war. 
Lee came in with a bold plan and won a battle on 
the first day, but by the third day the Union Army 
was victorious. There were more than 50,000 
casualties from this battle and the Confederate 
Army was weakened. The Confederate Army 
gave up their plan to move the war up north and 
retreated back to Virginia. The Battle of Gettysburg 
did not end the war, but it kept the Confederate 
forces from attempting to invade the North again. 
On November 19, 1863 President Lincoln delivered 
the The Gettysburg Address in dedication to the 
fallen Union soldiers in the Battle of Gettysburg. 

African Americans in the American Civil War

African Americans played a huge role in the Civil 
War. Roughly 179,000 African American men 
served in both the Union and Confederate armies 
and about 40,000 died during the war. Most of their 
deaths were caused by disease and infection. The 
Union Army consisted of free African Americans 
and runaway enslaved people from the South. The 
African Americans in the Confederate Army were 
still enslaved people and were mostly used for 
labor. The first black regiments were recruited in 
Tennessee, South Carolina, and Union territories. 
In 1862, the Second Confiscation Act and the 
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Militia Act were passed and allowed enslaved 
people to join the army. Many free African 
American men volunteered to join the Union army, 
but could not officially enlist until January 1, 1863, 
when President Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation. The Emancipation Proclamation 
freed enslaved people in rebel states and allowed 
those freed people to join the Union Army stating 
that “all persons held as slaves… shall be then, 
thenceforward, and forever free.” Note that this 
only applied to rebel states and not the border 
states such as Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, and 
Delaware who still held enslaved people. 
Black Union soldiers got paid $10 a month and 
some of their pay was deducted for clothing 
charges while white Union soldiers were paid $13 
a month. It wasn’t until 1864 that black soldiers 
were given equal pay. African Americans did not 
only serve as soldiers in the Civil War, but also 
as nurses, cooks, and blacksmiths. Since black 
troops were not usually given weapons, many of 
them were assigned to non-combat duties and 
even served as spies for the Union. Although 
many people in the North wanted to abolish 
slavery, many white people still looked down on 
African-Americans. A huge change occurred in 
1863 during the Battle of Fort Wagner. The 54th 
Massachusetts Infantry was the first official black 
regiment in the US forces. The 54th proved their 
bravery and commitment to the Union by fighting in 
the South and risking to be sold back into slavery. 
Even though it was a defeat for the Union army, it 
was a victory for Black Union soldiers. This small 
battle was a huge step towards the end of slavery. 

BlacK union SoldierS

How the American Civil War Shaped America 

On April 9, 1865, America’s bloodiest war ended 
when Robert E. Lee, the last Confederate general, 
surrendered to Union general Ulysses S. Grant 
at the Appomattox Courthouse. Now that the war 
was over what was to become of America? The 
Civil War led to hospitals and ambulances. Many 
soldiers died during the war due to infections 
because most of the physicians never had 
practical training. The use of wagons to transport 
wounded soldiers led to the Ambulance Corps. 
Before the war many people would receive 
health care at home, but the use of hospitals and 
ambulances arose after the war. After the war, 
America was viewed as the land of opportunity; 
it had a rapid economic growth and a flood of 
immigrants. Technology began to be used as a 
way of communication. President Lincoln was 
intrigued by technology and used the telegram to 
communicate throughout the Civil War. The Civil 
War was the first war that people at home could 
receive battle reports quickly. Many civilians would 
rush to the Post Office which is where the casualty 
list would be posted after every battle. Magazines 
and photographs of the war were also widely 
shared. America saw war up close and personal 
which led to our tradition of war news today. 

There were two major sides during the war, 
the Union and the Confederacy; the Civil War 
created the distinction between Republican and 
Democrats. Back then, the majority of the South 
identified as Democrat and the majority of the 
North identified as Republican. Years later, the 
North and South switched due to the changing 
platforms of the parties. 

After the war, America went into the 
Reconstruction, which was an effort to return 
the eleven Southern states to the Union. 
Reconstruction did not go as planned after 
Lincoln's assassination and the election of Andrew 
Johnson, a former slave owner, as president. Even 
though the Civil War did abolish slavery, many 
African Americans still experienced discrimination. 
This led to the Civil Rights Movement, which was 
a fight for social justice that is still raging on to this 
day. Although the Civil War lasted for a long time 
and took many lives, it led us towards improvement 
and shaped the America we know today. 



Ben BuTler in The classroom

28 Ben BuTler

Ben Butler is based on the true story of an 
incredibly brave and stubborn enslaved man 
named Shepard Mallory. Mallory crossed over 
to the Union side of Virginia in order to convince 
Major General Benjamin Butler to give him and 
others refuge and a place in the Union Army. The 
actions of Shepard Mallory created a domino 
effect that eventually led to over a thousand 
former enslaved men and women finding asylum 
within Fort Monroe, sparking changes throughout 
the country and the Union Army. 

Shepard Mallory wasn’t the only African American 
who used their position to disrupt the status quo 
and ultimately help the Union win the war though. 
In fact, many African Americans made notable 
contributions during the war, joining the Union 
Army and serving as soldiers, doctors, captains, 
and construction workers. Below you will find 
the stories of four of these incredible African 
Americans whose bravery and cunning helped 
change things for the better.

Robert Smalls

Before and during the Civil War, enslaved 
people could be trained and rented out to 
carry out specific tasks such as blacksmithing, 
woodworking, or tailoring. Occasionally, owners 
would allow their enslaved people to keep a small 
percentage of their earnings for themselves, 

Black Leaders 
During the American Civil War

by emily lawrence

roBert SmallS 

which most enslaved people saved in hopes of 
buying their freedom one day. Robert Smalls 
was hired out when he was a teenager, and 
worked several jobs in the city before ending up 
on a Confederate ship. He was smart and a fast 
learner, and soon he was essentially captaining 
the ship, just without the title because he was 
still technically a slave. Smalls got married and 
had children, but he always knew that he could 
be separated from his family without warning. He 
also knew that one day an opportunity might arise 
for him to escape from the boat, and told his wife 
and kids to be ready when it did come. 

On May 12, 1862, that opportunity arose when his 
captain and the other two white crew members 
left the ship for the night to party and visit with 
their families—leaving eight enslaved people on 
the boat alone. Smalls seized the opportunity and 
stole the boat, navigating through Confederate 
ports using secret hand signals that he had 
learned from watching his captain. Along the 
way he stopped in ports and collected his family, 
stealing them away into the night. As soon as 
Smalls hit open water, he raised the white flag 
of surrender and sailed right toward the Union 
ships that barricaded his way. He surrendered the 
Confederate ship, along with all the ammunition 
and weapons on board, and gained freedom for 
himself, his family, and the other eight enslaved 
people on board. The Union soldiers were so 
impressed by his heroic actions that they sent him 
to Washington to meet President Lincoln, whom 
Smalls eventually convinced to allow former 
enslaved people to join the Union Army. 

In appreciation for surrendering the ship to 
the Union, Smalls was given command of it, 
becoming the first black naval captain and, 
subsequently, the highest-paid African American 
soldier in the war. After the war, Smalls went on to 
serve in the South Carolina State Assembly and 
Senate, and served five non-consecutive terms in 
the US House of Representatives. Robert Smalls 
dedicated his entire life to ending slavery and 
bettering the lives of African Americans during 
and after the war.  
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Mary Elizabeth Bowser 

During the Civil War, many runaway enslaved 
people became part of a secret spy network, 
known as the Black Dispatches. These former 
enslaved people would return to the South, 
continuing to pose as enslaved people, and 
would secretly feed information to the Union 
Army. Due to the prejudices of the Confederate 
soldiers at the time, many would speak openly 
and bluntly in front of the people they enslaved, 
seeing them as no more than furniture, incapable 
of understanding any information conveyed in 
front of them. However, due to the oral traditions 
of the African Americans, many had an excellent 
memory for things they heard, remembering 
names and minute details that might otherwise 
have been overlooked. 

Mary Elizabeth Bowser was one such black 
dispatcher. She was an enslaved woman who 
was owned by Elizabeth Van Lew, a well-
connected socialite living in Virginia during the 
war. Despite her connections to her community, 
Van Lew was in support of the Union, and 
believed that enslaved people should be free. 
Bowser was educated by Van Lew and freed just 
before the war. 

However, once the war began, Van Lew asked 
Bowser to join her as a part of an organization 
Van Lew was trying to create, known as “The 
Richmond Underground.” Van Lew used her 
connections to the Confederate Army to get 

drawing of mary elizaBetH BowSer

Bowser a job at the “White House” of the 
South, where President Jefferson Davis lived 
and entertained important members of the 
Confederacy. Bowser posed as an uneducated 
yet hard-working woman, and was quickly 
hired on full-time. As a black servant, she was 
virtually invisible to the guests of Davis, and 
overheard many important conversations about 
plans and strategies that the army intended 
to use. Whenever possible, she would also 
sneak into offices and meeting spaces and read 
crucial documents. Those who knew her said 
she had a photographic memory, and could 
relay information verbatim to the Union forces. 
Bowser's intelligence was crucial to the success 
of the Union Army. 

After the war she traveled to Washington and 
destroyed all of the intelligence files that involved 
her, so not much is known about the exact 
information she shared with Van Lew, just that it 
was very important to the Union Army. Each time 
she shared information she was risking her life 
were she to be caught, but Bowser believed it 
was worth the risk in order to help the Union win 
the war and help free the thousands of people 
enslaved by the Confederacy. 

Alexander Thomas Augusta 

Alexander Augusta wasn’t enslaved and he wasn’t 
a leader during the Civil War for his actions against 
the Confederacy, like the two leaders listed above. 
Nevertheless, Augusta helped shaped history by being 
the first African American physician for the Union Army. 

Augusta was born to free parents in Norfolk, Virginia, 
and received his medical degree from Trinity Medical 
College in Toronto, Canada. He moved to Washington 
and petitioned President Lincoln to become the first 
African American field surgeon in the Union Army. Not 
only was he granted a presidential commission, but he 
also received the rank of major; he eventually rose to 
the rank of lieutenant colonel, which was the highest 
rank an African American had ever held at that point in 
time. 

However, many of his white subordinates didn’t take 
kindly to being given orders by an African American, 
and he was soon reassigned from the battlefield to a 
hospital for African American soldiers. In 1863, he was 
attacked in Baltimore for wearing his military uniform in 
public. 
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Despite the racism and insubordination from 
those who felt they were superior to him, Augusta 
continued his professional upward mobility, 
eventually teaching at Howard University, which 
made him the first African American professor 
at an American medical school. Even in his 
death, Augusta broke through boundaries, as 
he became the first African American buried at 
Arlington National Cemetery. While Augusta’s 
contributions to African Americans during the 
Civil War were subtler than becoming a spy or 
stealing a Confederate ship, he nevertheless 
broke through boundaries and set precedents that 
benefited the people that came after him.  

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick Douglass is perhaps the most well 
known on this list, as his contributions before, 
during, and after the Civil War were innumerable. 

Born to an enslaved mother in 1818 in Maryland, 
Douglass was eventually sent to live in Baltimore, 
where Sophia Auld, the wife of the man who 
owned him, taught him the alphabet. He then 
used the Bible to teach other enslaved people 
how to read, an action that was illegal at the time. 
In 1838, Douglass finally managed to escape 
enslavement, traveling to New York to the house 
of David Ruggles, an abolitionist who helped 
Douglass and his wife, Anna Maury, get settled in 
their new, free lives. 
 
When he and his wife moved to New Bedford, 
Massachusetts, Douglass began attending 
abolitionist meetings and started to write about 
ending slavery in the United States. In 1847, 
Douglass started an abolitionist newspaper, 

alexander tHomaS aguSta 
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originally named The North Star, but later 
changed to Frederick Douglass’ Paper. In the 
newspaper, he published articles arguing against 
slavery, as well as articles supporting women’s 
suffrage. He was passionate about women’s 
rights, and was the only African American to 
attend the Seneca Falls Convention (the first 
women's rights convention) in 1848. 

Throughout the war and beyond, Frederick 
Douglass fought for the abolition of slavery, 
encouraging former enslaved people to join the 
Black Dispatches, working actively to help the 
Union win the war. After the war ended, Frederick 
Douglass continued to speak out for African 
American rights, and eventually became a close 
advisor to President Lincoln, as well as becoming 
the United States Marshal for the District of 
Columbia. Douglass’s contributions to the United 
States as well as to the abolitionist movement 
have been immortalized in history books and in 
classrooms throughout the country, and have 
made him one of the most well known of the 
African American leaders from the Civil War era. 
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Word Search:
People and Terms of the Civil War

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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Abolitionist: A person who wanted to end the 
system of slavery completely

Adjutant: An assistant to a senior officer

Articles of War: Procedures to conduct an 
international war. The Articles of War generally 
conducts how to proceed in blockades, the 
chain of command in war, the confiscation of 
contraband, and other military procedures.
Butler uses this document to justify his rejection 
of Cary’s demands, but it was also an official 
recognition of Virginia as a foreign nation—to the 
distress of President Lincoln. 

Artillery: Large weapon class, capable of firing 
munitions at long range

Brigadier General: Butler’s former rank before 
his promotion; his lowest rank was still a high rank.

Contraband: War making materials, like 
weapons, that can be impounded.

Democratic Convention of 1860: Butler believed 
that Jefferson Davis would be more successful at 
keeping the Union together than eventual nominee 
Stephen Douglas. Ironically, Davis became 
president of the Confederacy a few months later.

“Do not tell anyone I know how to read”-
Mallory: The legal punishment for literacy 
included 25 whippings. However, other masters 
would cut off the hands or thumbs of literate 
slaves.

“Do you think I could allow you to enlist?”-
Butler: African Americans couldn’t join the Union 
Army until 1862.

Fort Monroe: Perhaps the most important coastal 
fortification in the South still under Union
control at the time of the play, it commanded the 
waterways to Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the 
Confederacy. As a base for combined operations 
against the Confederate capital, its strengths and 
geographic position were almost ideal. It had 
shortcomings – an insufficient water supply and no 
guns facing the shore. Surrounded by a wide moat, 
its high walls enclosed eighty acres of ground.

Fort Sumter: South Carolina fort, site of first fight 
in the Civil War on April 12, 1861.

Fugitive Slave Act: Part of the Compromise of 
1850, it required return of runaway slaves, if found 
in free states. 

General McClellan: A commander of the Union 
Army. His position outranks Butler. 

General Scott: General-in-chief of the Union 
Army. His position outranks Butler as well.

Gentleman farmer: A man whose wealth permits 
him to farm for pleasure rather than for basic 
income. Many Northerners believed this to be an 
idle person—an insult at the time.

Hampton Roads: The harbor of the Elizabeth, 
Nansemond, and James Rivers as they empty into 
the Chesapeake Bay.

Hoosegow: A jail.

Glossary
by Dylan gurrera

fort Sumter

general george mcclellan
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Hornswoggling Jackanapes: An insult, literally 
meaning to bamboozle or hoax; monkey or ape.

Liberia: A colony in West Africa. The American 
Colonization Society (ACS), founded as an option 
for freed black people, the ACS began sending 
volunteers in 1822 to establish a Liberian colony for 
freed slaves. Declared its independence in 1847 but 
was not recognized by US until 1862. 

Major general: An officer in the US Army, ranking 
above brigadier general and below lieutenant 
general. Major generals usually command 10,000-
20,000 troops. Early in the Civil War, President 
Lincoln promoted Butler to major general—one of 
the highest ranked officers at this time.

Maryland: Although a slave state, Maryland 
never seceded. Because of its strategic location, 
bordering the national capital city of Washington 
DC, the opposing factions desired to sway public 
opinion for or against slavery, respectively.

Mexican War: Occurring between 1846-1848, the 
war was supported by people who wanted slavery 
to expand beyond just the southern states. After 
the US annexed (or took) Texas, the Mexican 
government still laid claim to the territory. The US 
won the war.

Mr. Lincoln: Abraham Lincoln was the Republican 
President from 1861 to 1865. His election stirred 
up the secession movement because the South 
feared he would abolish slavery.

Presbyterian: A religion that typically emphasizes 
the sovereignty of the Christian god, the Christian 
authority of the Scriptures, and the necessity of 
grace through faith in Jesus Christ, the son of the 
Judeo-Christian god.

Sewell’s Point: The peninsula across the harbor 
south from Fort Monroe.

Sherry: A fortified wine (wine that includes added 
spirits).

West Point: A prestigious military academy. 
Young Butler was denied an appointment at 
West Point Military School, because the spot had 
already been claimed. This soured Butler on West 
Point for the rest of his life, instilling the knowledge 
that such things are often decided by political 
connections.

weSt Point circa 1850

Portrait of PreSident lincoln
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So begins the conversation between fugitive 
slave Shepard Mallory and Benjamin Butler, a 
major general of the Union Army. The verbal 
duel between the runaway slave and the Union 
officer is at the center of this slice of historical 
theater—a comedic take on an actual event 
during the Civil War where a creative legal 
argument, with the benefit of good timing, 
opened the door to aid hundreds of thousands 
of slaves. For history enthusiasts, the story of 
Ben Butler may be familiar. For others, the play 
could be viewed as a 90-minute crash course in 
managing relationships, artful negotiation, and 
the gray area we all find in a legal world that at 
first often seems black and white. 

The request by fugitive slave Mallory begins a 
witty dialogue wth Butler, a former successful 
trial lawyer, much of which centers on the 
ability (or inability) of lawyers to solve complex 
problems. Butler sees the law as black and 
white, noting that Congress definitively stated in 
the Fugitive Slave Act that runaway slaves must 
be returned to their owners. But Mallory argues 
that the law is irrelevant because:“You’re a 
lawyer. You can twist the law. You can make the 
law be anything you want it to be. You can make 
the law mean opposite of what it’s supposed 
to mean. That’s what lawyers do, isn’t it?” Fair 
point.  

In the first act, Butler insists that the law is 
“explicit” that Mallory must be returned to the 
South. After all, Union war policy was not to 
interfere with slavery; President Lincoln had 
said in his inaugural address that he had no 
inclination to interfere with the institution of 
slavery where it existed—going so far as to state 
that he believed he had no legal right to do so. 
Remember, too, that Butler has only been in 
charge of Fort Monroe for mere moments, and 
therefore takes his obligation to uphold the letter 
of the law quite seriously. But the moral dilemma 
nags at Butler—if Mallory and his comrades are 

returned to their master, they will surely be put 
to death or suffer serious physical abuse at the 
hands of the Confederate colonel. If they are 
allowed to live, they will be put to work killing 
Union soldiers. In Strand’s version of events, 
Mallory and morality ultimately push Butler to do 
exactly what Mallory requests—twist the law to 
Mallory’s, Butler’s, and the Union’s advantage.   

In the second act, Confederate Major Cary 
arrives at Fort Monroe on behalf of the 
Confederate colonel to demand that Butler 
return the fugitive slaves. Butler refuses. By 
a stroke of luck, Virginia has just ratified an 
ordinance of secession that declares Virginia 
to be a sovereign government. Given the new 
law, Butler reasons that he has no obligation 
to the newly-seceded Virginia under either the 
Constitution or the Fugitive Slave Act to return 
Mallory and his two fellow slaves to their owner. 
Furthermore, since the Confederate colonel 
had treated the three slaves as his property 
and used them to help build and maintain 
Confederate fortifications, Butler determines that 
he can hold the trio as contraband, subject to 
interception and impoundment under the Articles 
of War. Aghast at this “lawyer’s trick,” Cary rides 
out of Fort Monroe empty handed, leaving Butler 
to determine how to handle the consequences 
of his legal argument. After all, he now has the 
president, higher-ranking generals, and his wife 
to answer to.  

The show is appealing on its own, but even more 
so because of the way Butler’s ethical dilemma 
brings to mind the sort of morally-charged cases 
that have continued throughout our history. A 

Legal Loopholes Delight
 in Ben Butler

by Sara a. murPhy (boarD member), eDiteD by Jae-yeon yoo

memBerS of a contraBand community

“I heard a good lawyer can always use convoluted 
reasoning to find a loophole.”
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recent example is Trump v. Hawaii in 2018, where 
the Supreme Court upheld President Trump’s 
travel ban from seven predominately Muslim 
countries because there was a “sufficient national 
security justification to survive rational basis 
review.” At a time when we are constantly and 
inescapably inundated by the collision of morality 
and the law, Ben Butler’s relevance can hardly 
be questioned. In the last few months alone, 
we’ve seen a “zero tolerance” immigration policy 
separating immigrant parents from their children 
at the border; the confessed violation of federal 
campaign finance laws to influence a presidential 
election; repeated examples of racial profiling, 
often involving excessive and sometimes lethal 
force by police officers; and who can forget the 
vacant seat on the Highest Court in the Land 
that could have a generational effect on women’s 
rights in this country. On the other hand, we’ve 
also seen vehement efforts to expand protections 
against discrimination for transgender people 
and others in the LGTBQ community; students 
demanding comprehensive gun control legislation 
to better ensure safety in schools; an ongoing 
country-wide conversation of sexual harassment 
and assault, in addition to affirmative steps taken 
to ensure safety and equality in the workplace; 
and renewed efforts to improve police practices 
and ban racial profiling, among others.  

The advocate’s role is the common thread 
throughout these recent cases, and throughout 
American history. In the real events on which 
Butler was based, a legal argument over the 

disposition of property during wartime set a 
precedent that eventually enabled hundreds of 
thousands of slaves to seek sanctuary at Union 
forts, all claiming to be contraband subject to 
interception and impoundment. And yet, as 
told by Strand, the true advocate in Butler isn’t 
the major general at all, although he is often 
credited with changing the course of history 
with his novel legal argument. Here, it’s Mallory 
who deserves the glory. He alone persuasively 
argues the moral and strategic necessity of 
allowing the fugitive slaves to volunteer for 
the Union Army, and his verbal fencing with 
a formally educated white lawyer provokes 
immediate admiration and respect. It is only 
because of Mallory’s quick wit and his demand 
to be seen as more than mere property that 
Butler acquiesces. It’s possible to argue that 
Butler’s conscience is the catalyst, but the 
better argument is that Mallory, more than 
morality, that drives this play to its inevitable 
conclusion. 

In short, Ben Butler is both a comment 
on slavery, one of the darkest marks on 
American history, and the law, which can be 
at times utterly baffling, or a simple matter 
of right versus wrong. The play finds delight 
in exposing the loopholes of legislation, but 
by using crystal clear reasoning that works 
the convoluted politics of secession to its 
advantage.

1861 SeceSSion cartoon, artiSt unKnown



Ben BuTler digging deePer

36 Ben BuTler

Even though Ben Butler is set at the start of the 
Civil War, the events depicted in it have had a 
profound impact on the world we live in today 
and can provide an important lens through which 
to view our present. Along with all the witty 
wordplay and comedic moments, Richard Strand 
uses Ben Butler to raise questions about civil 
rights and equality that still resonate today. As a 
country, we are grappling with the fact that the 
practices of slavery exist today. In spite of the 
Emancipation Proclamation, we have established 
new forms of it in institutions like the prison 
industrial complex (or PIC). 

PIC describes the attribution of the rapid 
expansion of the US inmate population to the 
benefit of privately-run prison companies and 
businesses that profit from inmate labor.  
 
A PIC abolitionist movement; its goal is the 
elimination of mass imprisonment as a method 
of social control and treatment for addiction or 
mental illness. According to one of the leaders 
of the movement, Angela Davis, the name 
abolitionist movement was chosen intentionally. 
She explains: “I chose the word abolitionist 
deliberately. Through the prison system the 
vestiges of slavery have persisted. It thus makes 
sense to use a word that has this historical 
resonance.” 
 
Built into the 13th Amendment was state 
authorization to use prison labor as a bridge 
between slavery and paid work. Slavery was 
abolished except as punishment for a crime. 
During the late 1860s many Southern states 
passed laws called Black Codes with the goal 
of restricting black American’s freedoms. Black 
Codes, among other things, increased the 
penalties for crimes such as vagrancy, loitering, 
and public drunkenness. Black Americans were 
criminalized for committing Black Code crimes 
and often were subject to tougher sentences than 
those imposed upon white Americans convicted 
of similar crimes. Eventually reforms were put 
into place that made prisoner labor less acessible 
and less profitable to utilize. With the creation of 

New Deal legislation, a series of programs and 
projects instituted during the Great Depression 
that aimed to restore prosperity to Americans, 
laws were passed that prohibited the sale of 
prison labor goods to any entity other than state-
owned institutions and outlawed the sale of such 
goods across state lines.  

In the 1960s, however, President Lyndon 
Johnson launched the country’s “War on Crime” 
and politicians began to discuss how to re-link 
labor and imprisonment in “newly productive 
ways.” What began as job training programs 
became a plan to eventually have proceeds from 
the sale of prison-made goods and services 
cover the total production costs of anything 
made by inmates. In 1971, President Richard 
Nixon and his administration declared the War 
on Drugs and redoubled their efforts against the 
sale, distribution, and consumption of illicit drugs 
in the United States. Many believe the War on 
Drugs played a major role in the development 
of the PIC. The policy measures taken to 
categorize drug abuse as a criminal issue (rather 
than a health issue, as many experts advocate) 
have directly sustained the existence of the 
PIC. By 1980, incarceration rates had tripled. 
Critics have stated that the War on Drugs has 
disproportionately targeted black Americans. 
Although the prevalence of illegal drug use 
among white Americans is approximately the 
same as that among black Americans, it has 
been stated that black American men are five 
times as likely to be arrested for a drug offense. 
The War on Drugs also targets America’s poor as 
the middle class and affluent are more likely and 
able to seek drug treatment and counseling as 
solutions to problematic drug use. 

By 1979, corporations were once again able to 
tap into prison labor and its profits; they began 
to lobby for harsher sentencing for non-violent 
offenses. It often costs less for corporations to 
use inmate labor than alternative work forces, 
and, as a result, prison labor has taken away 
jobs from people in the manufacturing, farming, 
and day labor industries in the US. 

Slavery to the 
Prison Industrial Complex

by rebecca rovezzi 
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Between 2003 and 2010, Corrections Corporation 
of America (CCA) spent over $14 million on 
lobbying in over 30 states. For years, the company 
has also worked with the conservative advocacy 
group American Legislative Exchange Council 
(ALEC) which backed legislation for harsh 
sentencing and mandatory minimums at the state 
level. As the Washington Monthly recently noted, 
ALEC has “probably contributed more to the 
spread of mandatory minimum legislation in the 
states than just about any other single source.” The 
CCA is not alone the top three prison companies 
have spent $45 million on campaign donations 
and lobbying over the past decade. According to a 
study done by the Prison Policy Initiative in 2018, 
one in five incarcerated people are in prison for a 
drug offense, the majority of confined youth are in 
prison for a nonviolent offense, and black inmates 
makup 40% of the incarcerated population despite 
only making up 13% of the US population.  

Corruption has been found within the PIC 
system many times over. Take for example, the 
“kids for cash” scandal which rocked Luzerne 
County, Pennsylvania, in 2009. For ten years, the 
Mid Atlantic Youth Service Corporation, which 
specializes in private prisons for juvenile offenders, 
paid two judges to jail youths and send them to 
private prison facilities. The judges, who made 
over $2.6 million in the scam, had more than 5,000 
kids come through their courtrooms and sent many 
of them to prison for petty crimes such as stealing 
DVDs from Wal-Mart and trespassing in vacant 
buildings. When the scheme finally came to light, 

one judge was sentenced to 17.5 years in prison 
and the other received 28 years, but not before 
thousands of young lives had been ruined. 

After they are released, many inmates, such 
as the over 2,000 inmates who have served as 
firefighters in California, are denied jobs in the 
same fields in which they worked while in prison. 
Their criminal record keeps them from being hired, 
despite their extensive experience. According to 
the American Bar Association, the nation’s current 
occupational and business licensing laws contain 
over 27,000 restrictions on ex-offenders. Although 
ex-offenders are prohibited from voting on these 
issues, many organizations and individuals are 
advocating for state reforms that would ease these 
restrictions and ensure that only the applicants 
who would truly threaten public safety would be 
denied. To find out more you can visit the websites 
of organizations fighting for change such as the 
Innocence Project, the Equal Justice Initiative, and 
the American Civil Liberties Union.                                                                                                           

Ben Butler uses an important moment in American 
history as a jumping off point to contribute to 
our present-day conversation about race and 
immigration, the re-energized furor over the 
Confederate flag, and the resonance of Black 
Lives Matter. We must commit to continuing to tell 
stories that celebrate our common humanity and 
start conversations about the politics of race and 
the current state of equality and the politics of race 
in America. 

inmate firefigHterS line uP for dinner at tHe rim fire camP near BucK meadowS, ca.
PHoto By max wHittaKer
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At the end of a quiet corridor on the fourth floor of 
the State House hang the portraits of Maine's three 
Civil War governors, Israel Washburn, Jr. of Orono, 
Abner Coburn of Skowhegan, and Samuel Cony of 
Augusta. Beginning a century and a half ago these 
three men, two lawyers, and a businessman, would 
lead Maine through four years of unprecedented 
challenges in a time when the federal government 
relied heavily upon the states to recruit, equip, and 
train the Union Army. Between 1861 and 1865 
Augusta was a war-time capital with sentry boxes 
on the portico of the State House, troops encamped 
in Capitol Park, ammunition being manufactured at 
the Kennebec Arsenal, and a military hospital near 
Western Avenue. Maine sent 32 regiments, seven 
artillery batteries, two cavalry regiments, and one 
heavy artillery unit to the war. 70,107 Maine men 
served in the war, making it the highest percentage 
of volunteers of any state in the Union. 9,398 Maine 
men lost their lives in the war.

The Civil War forever changed the course of 
Maine's development. In the four decades from 
statehood in 1820 to the eve of the war in 1860, the 
state more than doubled in population from 298,335 
to 628,279. A significant portion of this growth was 
rural, resulting in the establishment of many new 

towns with an agricultural base. Especially dramatic 
was the opening of southern Aroostook County 
to farming in the 1840s and 50s. But during the 
decade of the 1860s, Maine's population actually 
registered a slight decrease, due in part to those 
killed in the conflict and returning veterans who 
moved elsewhere. Abandoned farms reflected the 
war's impact on the state as the nation's economic 
focus began to shift westward. 

Our country was preserved and strengthened by the 
sacrifices which Maine people of the 1860s made 
on the battlefield and the home front. Even before 
the Civil War had ended, communities began to 
erect monuments in public locations and cemeteries 
across the state. The heroic statue in Portland's 
Monument Square honors the approximately 
5,000 men, one fifth of the city's population, 
who participated in the war. No less eloquent is 
the simple marble shaft in an Aroostook County 
cemetery that recalls the 113 men who served from 
Sherman, population 708 in the 1860s. 

As a proclamation written by Governor LePage 
in honor of the 150th anniversary of the Civil War 
points out, "from Kittery to Ashland and from Bethel 
to Eastport, 175 Civil War monuments remind us of 
Maine's role in this defining moment in our nation's 
history. This Memorial Day we should consider 
taking time to visit one of those silent sentinels and 
reflect on the individuals and events of 150 years 
ago that helped shape the America we live in today."

Community Connections: 
Maine's Involvment in the Civil War 

by by earle g. Shettleworth, Jr., maine State hiStorian 
eDiteD by rebecca rovezzi 

civil war monument located in camden, me

drum corPS of 8tH maine vol. infantry

 taKen at ricHmond, auguSt 1865. 
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This section is dedicated to taking the issues we discuss in PlayNotes and offering an easy way for our 
readers to connect to those issues. 

Are you or a loved one affected by one of the issues we discussed? Reach out to these resources for 
support. Want to make a difference in how these issues are handled in our community? Reach out to 
these resources to find advocacy and volunteer opportunities or donate towards their causes.

Criminal Justice Reform

The Innocence Project
“The Innocence Project exonerates the wrongly convicted through DNA testing and reforms the criminal 
justice system to prevent future injustice.”
https://www.innocenceproject.org/

Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition (MPAC)
“The Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition is comprised of Maine prisoners, their friends and families, 
victims of crime, and others committed to ethical, positive, and humane changes in Maine's prison 
system.”
http://www.maineprisoneradvocacy.org

Maine Citizens United for Rehabilitation of Errants (CURE)
“CURE is a national non-profit, multi-issue organization dedicated to the reduction of crime through the 
reform of the criminal justice system (especially prison reform). CURE strives to ensure just treatment for 
prisoners, victims, and families.”
http://www.mainecure.org

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) of Maine
“The ACLU of Maine is the state's guardian of liberty. We are active in the courts, the legislature and 
the public sphere to defend the Constitution and the Bill of Rights for all Mainers. Our priority issues 
include criminal justice reform, reproductive freedom, racial justice, immigrants' rights, LGBT rights, 
women's rights, voting rights, freedom of expression, freedom of speech and religion, and privacy.”
https://www.aclumaine.org/

Outreach & Advocacy
by the eDitorS
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Recommended Resources
by the eDitorS

BOOKS
12 Years a Slave by Solomon Northup
A Pocket History of the Civil War by Martin F. Graham
Butler’s Book: Autobiography and Personal Reminiscences of Major-General Benjamin Butler by 
Benjamin Butler 
“Beast” Butler by Robert Werlich
Hearts in Conflict by Curt Anders
Hearts Touched by Fire by James M. McPherson et al. 
For Cause & Comrades: Why Men Fought in the Civil War by James M. McPherson
The Boys' War: Confederate and Union Soldiers Talk About the Civil War Paperback by Jim Murphy
The Civil War and the Constitution by Burgess 
The Life and Times of General Benjamin F. Butler by Stormy Petrel
When the Devil Came Down to Dixie by Chester G. Hearn

CHILDREN'S BOOKS
Before She Was Harriet by Lesa Cline-Ransome 
Pink and Say by Patricia Polacco

MOVIES / TELEVISION 
12 Years a Slave 
Ken Burn's A Civil War
Lincoln 
Roots 

PLAYS 
Father Comes Home From the Wars (Parts 1, 2 & 3) by Suzan-Lori Parks
Gem of the Ocean by August Wilson
The House That Will Not Stand by Marcus Gardley 
The Whipping Man by Matthew Lopez 
The Niceties by Eleanor Burgess

PoSter for Ken Burn'S civil war
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the 
classroom! Portland Stage is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, 
interactive experiences, and thought-provoking literature to a wide audience of youth and adult 
learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to PlayNotes, take a class in our 
Theater for Kids space, or bring a group of students to see a performance, there is something here 
for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series 
The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high 
school students from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. 
Following Student Matinee performances, students participate in discussions with members of the 
cast and crew, actively and energetically exploring all elements of the production and the issues 
raised in the play.

Play Me a Story 
Experience the Fun & Magic of Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! 
Ages 4-10 are welcome to enjoy a performance of children’s stories, then participate in an acting 
workshop with professional theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic 
dreams!  Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-registration is encouraged!

After School Classes 
After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a 
higher sense of play, stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, 
risk taking, ensemble building, public speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes 
are wildly fun, creative, spontaneous, and begin to build skills for the young actor or non-actor’s 
voice, body, and imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps 
Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of all kinds to fuel these 
active, educational and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs 
for youth. Theater for Kids works with professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. 
Students are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing imaginatively, critically, and creatively 
in an environment of inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program 
The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high 
schools to enhance the experience of students who participate in the Early Show Program by 
complementing their visits with pre- and post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops 
are led by professional Teaching Artists who engage students in the creative process through 
writing, acting, directing and discussion.

The Intern Company 
The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of theater 
professionals. Applicants should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training 
in the theater arts and are looking to explore their field further through meaningful hands-on 
experience. Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged by a creative process that relies 
on both ingenuity and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading designers, 
directors, administrators, and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave 
with a greater knowledge of the theatrical process and the satisfaction of being part of a dedicated 
theater company where exceptional quality is the end goal.
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