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During Reconstruction, Herschel V. Cashin was a radical republican legislator who championed

black political enfranchisement throughout the South. His grandson, Dr. John L. Cashin, Jr.,

inherited that passion for social justice and formed an independent Democratic party to counter

George Wallace's Dixiecrats, electing more blacks to office than in any Southern state. His

"uppity" ways attracted many enemies. Twice the private plane Cashin owned and piloted was

sabotaged. His dental office and boyhood home were taken by eminent domain. The IRS

pursued him, as did the FBI. Ultimately his passions would lead to ruin and leave his daughter,

Sheryll, wondering why he would risk so much.In following generations of Cashins through the

eras of slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, civil rights, and post-civil rights political struggles,

Sheryll Cashin conveys how she came to embrace being an agitator's daughter with humor,

honesty, and love.

About the AuthorSheryll Cashin, professor of law at Georgetown University, writes about race

relations and inequality in America. Her book The Failures of Integration was an Editors'

Choice in the New York Times Book Review, and was a finalist for the 2005 Hurston/Wright

Legacy Award for non-fiction. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this

title.Review"Denise Nichols," Washington Post, July 23, 2008"Books of family lore -- part oral

history, part anecdote with loads of juicy tidbits from diaries and journals, engaging old

photographs, newspaper quotes and entries from the public record -- serve to put meat on the

bones of history. In the smoothly written "The Agitator's Daughter," Sheryll Cashin...adds her

firsthand experiences as a participant and witness to civil rights history to enliven the text with

a close and often heartbreaking point of view." --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition

edition.
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For Marque Clark Chambliss,my husband, my best friend.

CHAPTER ONEMy InheritanceIt’s August 11, 1969. Another hot day in Greene County,

Alabama. I am seven years old, about to start the second grade. We are here to watch the

swearing in of six men who were elected thanks to the NDPA. Daddy created the National

Democratic Party of Alabama because he thought Alabamians deserved to vote for national

Democrats rather than George Wallace for president. In 1964, he told me, Alabamians could

not even vote to reelect Lyndon Johnson because his name did not appear on the ballot.

Daddy also thought that black people needed a new party because they deserved to elect

themselves. For the first time since 1816, when the Choctaw Nation had to give Greene County

over to white people, some “colored” people will have a say. We have been driving down to the

county a lot this summer. It feels different today, though. We are standing outside the old

courthouse in Eutaw, the county seat. Everybody is laughing and smiling. I look up at this

chubby woman standing next to me. Her skin is very dark. They call it “blue black.” But I already

know that black is beautiful. Her teeth stick out. She is wearing a loud royal-blue polyester

dress and white plastic beads that spread across her large bosom. Her hair is fried greasy

straight. Because she is sweating, it is starting to go back to nappy. She is shouting, like all the

other people around us. “Yes-suh!” she says, affirming the inauguration speaker like she

affirms her preacher on Sundays. “It’s a new day in Greene County!” For some reason I will

remember her and not Senator Birch Bayh, the man who has been invited here to validate this

people’s victory. She doesn’t have much but her dignity. Today she is feeling her power. She’s

the kind of person the big men who own everything in the county never have to reckon with.

Now they have no choice but to deal with black folks who can and will vote.The courthouse

looks tired. It was erected in 1869 and is about the oldest thing that I have ever seen.

Something mossy and green trickles down its white plaster sides. Inside, I sense newness. In

this courtroom black people used to sit with fear in their stomachs, Daddy told me, afraid of

what judgment would bring. Today they are feeling like I feel on my birthdays: giddy because

they know what’s coming. It’s time for the NDPA candidates to be sworn in. A white man with

sagging jowls sits in the big chair in the courtroom, surrounded by other white, official-looking

people. He gives this speech about how he is ready to work with the new (black) men coming

in. He’s looking everybody dead in the eye, like he really means what he’s saying. Maybe he

does want to try. I always want to see the good in people. But Daddy doesn’t believe him. He is

laughing because this is the same probate judge, Dennis Herndon, who left the NDPA

candidates off the ballot last fall. Daddy’s lawyers had to go all the way to the Supreme Court

of the United States to get an order giving the NDPA the right to run candidates throughout the

state. When Herndon disobeyed that order, the lawyers went back to the Supreme Court and it

ordered a special election just for Greene County. On July 29, 1969, a week after we watched



Neil Armstrong land on the moon, blacks shocked everyone in the state, maybe the whole

country, when they swept the election.Something begins to stir in me at the swearing in. Before

then, all the NDPA really meant to me was time away from Daddy—and licking envelopes. We

have a huge dining room table that seats about twelve people the two times a year we use it for

eating meals: Christmas and Thanksgiving. Otherwise, that table is always piled with NDPA

stuff. Mama gathers us around the table—me and my two older brothers, Johnny and Carroll—

and some kids from the neighborhood. Mama is our commander and she teaches us how to

fold, stuff, lick, and then stamp the NDPA mail. I never think to read what the mail says, or to

ask Mama about it. In this courtroom, I begin to understand why my parents care so much

about politics and civil rights, why they are always traveling, going to meetings, leaving us

behind with babysitters, taking us along when they can. They think that the people of Greene

County deserve to be treated like they are somebody and that helping other people be free is

what our family is supposed to do.I understand even more the following year when Dad

decides to run for governor against George Wallace. I think he could win. Daddy can do

anything. He’s the only black dentist in Huntsville, where we live. He flies his own airplane. He

seems smarter than anyone else in the world. The summer and fall of 1970 we are always

going down to the Black Belt. Lowndes County. Marengo. Greene. Sumter. Wilcox. I remember

most of the names and know that this is the middle part of the state. I also know, because I

have been there so much, that it is poor, rural, and black. I always thought it was called the

Black Belt because so many black people live there. My teacher tells me the area is named

after its dark soil. I know that the dirt in other areas of Alabama tends to be red, so she could

be right, but I still have doubts about her explanation.On trips to the Black Belt we drive the

back roads, sometimes in Daddy’s gold Chrysler 300, sometimes in our camper van. Daddy

always does the driving and he always breaks the speed limit, by a lot. Mama sits in the front

seat with him. The three of us are in the back. Carroll is one year older than me, and Johnny is

one year older than him. Our alliances shift constantly and when they gang up on me I tell

Mama or Daddy, which usually works but guarantees that they will exclude me from their next

conspiracy.We play cow poker to pass the time. Grandma Grace, Daddy’s mother, taught us

this game. I count all the cows on my side of the road. Johnny or Carroll count all the cows on

his side of the road. Whoever has the most cows when we get to our destination wins. A

cemetery on your side kills all your cows and you have to start counting from zero, if your

opponent sees the cemetery. A white horse or mule is worth five, but otherwise horses and

mules don’t count. A white cow costs you thirty points. It’s an easy game to play in the Black

Belt because most of the land is used for farms and open pastures.I like these car rides. The

green hills roll by. Mostly things are quiet and still. In the heat, the animals move slowly or not

at all. Sometimes we pass an old plantation house, like Thornhill near the farm Daddy bought

for the Black Muslims. At the top of a hill, white with pillars, the house stands grandly, defying

time. I think only of its beauty, never about the slaves who used to work these fields. The car

radio is tuned to a soul station. That song, “Oh Happy Day,” plays constantly. Oh happy day. Oh

happy da-ay. When Jesus washed, he washed my sins away. The chorus is the best part, a sea

of black voices rising: He taught me hoooow, to liiiiive—night and day—he washed my sins

away. The chorus washes over me. We are Unitarians but I still like the song.Throughout Dad’s

campaign it seems like we go to every church in the Black Belt, sometimes three or four in a

day. Sometimes we act up, embarrassing Mama, although Daddy laughs when she tells him

what we did. Like the time one of us farted; it made a loud sound against the wood of the

church pew while the minister was talking. All three of us giggled. We couldn’t help it. Mama

gave us that “stop it” look with her eyes. It was only partially effective. She doesn’t have the



power of Grandma, or Daddy. Her whippings are mild. Daddy learned from Grandma that

whippings are supposed to hurt if a child is to mind because she “whipped him good” when he

deserved it. When either of them is in charge, we usually behave. Poor Mama stops her

whippings as soon as we start to cry, and crying is easy to fake. With her we can and often do

run wild.I watch Daddy give the same speech, and I never get tired of it. The point is to get

people to go to the polls on Election Day and vote the straight NDPA ticket by marking their “X”

under the party’s ballot symbol, the eagle. The symbol for the George Wallace Democrats is a

white rooster. Folks don’t have to be able to read or write to know the difference. That rooster

means everything bad that blacks have lived with in this state. Dad tells them that the “X” is the

Greek letter chi, the symbol of Jesus Christ. They can mark their X and bear His cross in the

voting booth. But they need a reason to believe that registering to vote and going to the polls

will change things. Daddy tries to give it to them. My favorite part is when he quotes Frederick

Douglass: Those who profess to favor freedom and yet depreciate agitation are men who want

crops without plowing up the ground, they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want

the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This struggle may be a moral one, or it

may be a physical one, and it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power

concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. Find out just what any

people will quietly submit to and you have found out the exact measure of injustice and wrong

which will be imposed upon them. Then Dad tells stories about people who won’t do for

themselves. A man has tight new shoes. They hurt his feet. He wants to take them off, he could

take them off, but he chooses to look good even if it hurts. A woman sits down on a nail. She

doesn’t want to jump up and risk looking silly. Then Daddy’s voice rises to a crescendo. “Well, if

you won’t get up then you deserve that nail in your tail!” The crowd begins to get into it.

“Alright.” “Speak, Doc Cashin.” They like him and what he has to say. He is not one of them. He

is from north Alabama, which may as well be Chicago. Yet they know he is with them and

something is about to change.I begin to express that optimism. My second-grade teacher, Mrs.

Hovik, asks us to write stories in class. I write about family trips to “Muntgumery” and “Sante

Lewis.” I also write:Why?If I could vote I know who would get my vote. But why would he get my

vote? Because he will give us better schools and jobs. He will give us better houses and

bulidings [sic]. He will give us better bridges and highways. But I won’t tell who he is but why.

The end. Mrs. Hovik is encouraging. She writes “Very Good Stories & Thoughts” on my paper.

My activism is launched. I write President Richard Nixon to tell him how to solve the problems

of “poulution”: “I feel that we start it and have to end it.” Mr. Nixon must not have liked my idea

about sending all our country’s garbage into space on a rocket because he never wrote me

back. Or if he did it must have been a form letter because I don’t remember it.I’m not always

happy about Dad’s campaign. “August 11, 1970. Dear Diary, Daddy is running for Gov. I don’t

ever hardly get to talk to him.” Still, I am his only daughter and I support him. “November 5,

1970. Dear Diary, The election is over. My father did not win but I’m still proud of him.” Wallace

won by a landslide.Daddy chose to focus on the positive. On a shoestring budget, he

convinced 125,000 people to vote for him and the NDPA, nearly 15 percent of the total. Over

the years, in his retelling, this will be the election in which the NDPA “swept four counties” and

his vote tally will rise to 175,000 votes. This is close enough to the truth. Dad and the NDPA did

outpoll Wallace in four Black Belt counties, beginning a revolution that brought blacks back into

the state legislature for the first time in nearly a century, although decades will pass before I

understand the real meaning of this. Through the NDPA, my father fulfilled a promise he made

to his father, aunts, and uncles about what he would do with his life.In the meantime, when I

am still seven, Election Day is hard to endure at school because everybody seems to think that



my father lost badly. All eyes are on me, one of only two black kids in the class. The other black

student, Jennifer, lives in one of the poor neighborhoods across California Street, far from the

all-white (except for us) neighborhood where we live. She smells bad and has a lot of wax in

her ears. The teacher sits her next to me. I bring Kleenex to school with Mama’s perfume on it

and sniff it every now and then to get over Jennifer’s funk. I defend her, though, when the other

kids look funny at the lunch she brings to school. Nasty-looking cold cuts and cheese with

crackers instead of bread. In the last year or so I have begun to internalize my parents’ creed of

caring deeply, especially about black people who have a lot less than we do, and I act on it now

at the lunch table. I answer my classmates’ stares at Jennifer’s food. “It’s a sandwich!” I declare,

telling them with my eyes to stop making her feel different. I don’t even like Jennifer really. “She

thinks she’s so tough,” I write in my diary. But like Mama and Daddy, I am supposed to fight

injustice where I find it and I try to now. What I don’t yet realize is where this family value

comes from or why my parents live it so intensely. I also do not yet appreciate the lengths to

which my father will go for something or someone he believes in, or the very high price he will

pay for being an agitator.

CHAPTER TWOThe LoreA confident man tends to talk about himself, and Daddy is more

confident than most. His confidence was my good fortune, though. In talking he shared, and

that was how I learned the family lore. He received his emotional inheritance at about the same

age that I received mine. Dr. John Logan Cashin Jr., my father, was born in Huntsville,

Alabama, in 1928—the second son of Dr. John Logan Cashin Sr. and Grace Brandon Cashin.

Daddy was bestowed with the honor of junior even though he was the second son because

John Sr. named his first son after his own father, Herschel. That given name would reverberate

for four generations. The name John had an even longer etymology in the family.I don’t

remember Daddy’s father. My cousins, who came into this world a few years before me, would

recall a sweet, jovial man they called Grand-poppy. When Daddy spoke of his father, he called

him Dad. When he spoke of his father’s father, he called him Grandpa Herschel. He never knew

this man who became his personal hero because he died before my father was born. One

wouldn’t know that from listening to my father talk about him. Grandpa Herschel was three-

dimensional in Daddy’s memories because he heard so much about him from the elders. As an

uncompromising “race man” who dedicated much of his adult life to uplifting his people,

Herschel left a legacy that my father tried his best to live up to. He was determined, he always

said, to “finish Grandpa Herschel’s work,” and Herschel became a mythic figure for me as well.

In the one head shot we have of him, he stares back at us from a sepia-toned past. His white

hair and mustache accentuate handsome features, neither Caucasian nor Negroid. His dress

equals any dandy’s. Dignity is his essence. He exudes strength, with slightly squinted eyes that

convey a healthy skepticism of the world he inhabits.Grandpa Herschel—Herschel Vivian

Cashin—fathered seven children, four sons and three daughters. A son named Herschel

Brewster died before his second birthday. The six remaining Cashin siblings—Vivian, Newlyn,

Lillian, John, Pat, and James—all lived to see their hair turn silver, or, in the case of Aunt Vivi,

an angelic white. Daddy’s father, John Logan Sr., was the middle son and the twin brother of

Aunt Pat.The elders were all raised in Decatur, Alabama, and by the time my father was born,

they were established in careers or marriages from Decatur to Chicago. They would reunite on

Christmas and Thanksgiving, and it was at these annual family gatherings that my father

absorbed the lore that shaped him indelibly. These stories, in turn, would be passed on to me. I

heard fragments as a child. I heard more as a teenager. In my twenties, I stopped listening as I

bore down and did my very best to escape the consequences of my father’s activism. By then



our family had experienced a great reversal of economic fortune, and the indignities of that

reversal culminated in my father’s depositing the Social Security and pension checks of his

deceased mother for several years—a “protest” of the Social Security system, he said, for

which he was imprisoned. At that point all of his political activism, from the legitimate to the

questionable, seemed to carry too high a cost. I would visit my father at the minimum security

prison on Maxwell Air Force Base in Montgomery, a “camp for wayward boys,” he called it—the

place where Nixon’s attorney general John Mitchell and other former luminaries were sent

when they fell from grace. And I blamed Daddy for everything. For violating the law when he

had to know that, were he caught, his adjudicators were not likely to be merciful. For our

impecuniosity and the loss of our wealth, family heirlooms, and our beautiful home. For the

indignities he inflicted on Mama and for not being the father he should have been to his sons.

He had always put his causes before his family, I thought. “Sometimes I become so angry with

Dad that I can’t stop the tears,” I wrote in my diary in 1979 of our “family situation,” which “could

best be described as tragic,” I surmised.My brothers and I each found separate paths to

survival, but the friendship we shared in youth did not survive. The lore was a complicated

inheritance, and the children of each generation had to choose whether or not to accept the

expectations and burdens of social duty that came with it. My father made that choice and,

though I was ambivalent about the consequences, ultimately so did I. I suppressed my anger

and channeled the fear that came with the shredding of my safety net into school, which led to

scholarships and the ability to make my own way. I acquired degrees from Vanderbilt

University, Oxford University, and Harvard Law School, and I traveled the world. I worked as a

law clerk for Justice Thurgood Marshall at the Supreme Court. I worked for Bill Clinton and Al

Gore at the White House. I tried returning home to Alabama in order to run for office and

learned that my father’s vision for me—becoming a U.S. senator—was his dream and not mine.

I needed to find ways to contribute other than elective politics and became a law professor. I

write about race relations and inequality, and I advocate for the change I’d like to see.As an

adult I decided that the lore held the key to understanding my father’s obsessions. In my thirty-

seventh year, as Daddy journeyed into old-ness, I extracted a tape recorder from the detritus in

my writing desk and began to interview him about the family and his life. For more than two

decades, he had been threatening to write a book and I was tired of his inaction. I had heard

most of his stories so many times I could repeat them verbatim. I was sick of some of them,

sick of the egotism that animated them, sick of the excuses they offered for some of his

choices. Still they were his, and mine. I needed to record them so that when he was no longer

here I could listen to them and always be with the father I love desperately. I also needed to

preserve my inheritance for myself and my children—a rich oral history that reminded me on

tough days that I came from a people who persevered and excelled in the face of anything

America brought them.Daddy explained his introduction to the lore this way: At the holiday

gatherings Dad would always get to talkin’ about the doggone family history. He’d bring out

these things from his daddy’s box—letters and so forth. It was an ebony box decorated with a

silver inlay of an eagle on the top. Grandpa Herschel was like the secretary of his family. There

were letters in there that he wrote to his wife when he was a railway mail clerk. There were

letters from his brothers. Dad used to read the letters aloud. He’d pull out the accounting book

showing the monies that were sent to Grandpa Herschel’s mother and the children in

Philadelphia.And that’s where I got the story from generally, from my dad and Uncle Newlyn.

Dad was proud of his father. He would talk about him all the time. The story was that Grandpa

Herschel’s father was a white Irishman named John Cashin. Grandpa’s mother was a half-

breed who had been in slavery. I guess I was supposed to hate the fact that there was slavery



in the family. John Cashin and his mixed-race wife lived in an area in Georgia between the

Ogeechee and Savannah rivers where interracial couples could live in reasonable peace. He

saw his brothers hobnobbing with the secessionists and slaveholders and he sent his wife and

children to Philadelphia because he felt surely that his brothers would sell them into slavery if

something happened to him.Whenever the subject of Grandpa Herschel came up, the

conversation would always turn to politics. Grandpa Herschel went to a Quaker school in

Philadelphia that is now Cheyney State. He became active in radical Republican politics and

was sent to Alabama shortly after the Civil War. He went to Montgomery first. He apprenticed

as a lawyer and was elected to the state legislature from Montgomery. He was the receiver of

public lands for the Madison Territory, the area north of the Tennessee River. He ran the federal

land bank out of an office in Huntsville, and he saw to it that black people got their due. He was

the chief architect of Reconstruction in the state. As a result of his activities, in the 1890s we

had three black congressmen in Alabama! Blacks had real political influence, about 43 percent

of the vote. After the Alabama Constitution of 1901 our vote was less than 1 percent! In

attributing most of the political success of blacks in post-Emancipation Alabama to the

grandfather he never met, my father carried a young boy’s blind hero worship, formed during

these family gatherings, into adulthood. In his mind, Grandpa Herschel was the person most

responsible for Reconstruction in Alabama; hence he viewed the undoing of that epoch as a

personal affront to his grandfather. When white supremacists grew tired of suppressing black

voters in the state through violence, they held a constitutional convention to use law rather than

terror to remove blacks from the voter rolls. The resulting Constitution of 1901 included poll

taxes, literacy tests, and other subterfuges that achieved their intended purpose. Dad talked

often of the impact of that document on black people and on the elders: The old folks would tell

us about how Grandpa Herschel had a fit over that Alabama Constitution of 1901. Uncle

Newlyn is the one who named it the “Cashin Castration Constitution” because that law undid

everything Grandpa worked for. As a no-nonsense doctor, Newlyn would use the castration

metaphor. He said it in jest, but it affected Dad more than any of them. The first time I

remember hearing that term was when I was about seven or eight years old at one of these

holiday gatherings. I remember Dad gritting his teeth. It made him angry. He felt helpless. Over

the years we had many conversations with Dad like that. Your Uncle Herschel and I knew our

daddy and uncles and all the adults in the family were mad about it. We knew blacks had been

disenfranchised. We made a pact with each other that we were going to finish Grandpa

Herschel’s work.Herschel was the one saying “we are going to do this.” He was the eldest. If he

made a decision, I supported him. We were extremely close. We were born only thirteen

months apart. And we were taught you had to work together. In the schoolyard if you attacked

one of us, you had to whip both of us, and that became very difficult. Whenever the subject of

Grandpa Herschel would come up, we would reaffirm that we were going to do something

about [blacks being disenfranchised] to carry through for Grandpa. We made a formal pledge

to the family at one of the holiday gatherings.It was at Aunt Pat’s house on Church Street in

Decatur, the house that you now own. I was eleven and Herschel was twelve. We had gotten

involved with the Boy Scouts. This was the first organization I was exposed to outside of the

family. I started understanding the power of organizations.Herschel did the talking. We stood

side by side. He repeated the historical knowledge that we had picked up from the adults’

conversations and then said that we were going to finish the job. The entire family applauded

and patted us on the back: “Yeah,” “Atta boy.” They were proud of us. They were playin’ but we

weren’t playin’. We would talk about it at night before bed. We reaffirmed it in high school and

college.I remember when we were at Fisk [University] and we were pledging Omega. It was a



ritual. Each pledgee was speaking about what he planned to do with his life for Omega Psi Phi.

And Herschel unwrapped ’em all with his plans for the State of Alabama. And I remember

these sons of bitches laughing like mad, saying, “Oh, this nigger don’t know what the hell he’s

talking about, he’s just full of steam.” But they didn’t know that they were messing with the real

thing. ’Cause it wasn’t just Herschel. It was me, too. He was serious, and if he was serious, I

was serious. So it was that family lore—truths and conjectures, anguish and loyalty—cemented

the central commitment of my father’s life. Here was the source of his passion. It motivated him

to spend his fortune on his causes. In my twenties and thirties, I struggled with anger and

resentment over some of his choices. That has given way, in my forties, to a simple need to

know and understand the genetic origin of an altruism that has not diminished with time. Dad’s

fervor for black political emancipation, his role as an agitator, and my own social justice

passions are rooted in the life and choices of his grandfather, Herschel V. Cashin.
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Barbara Johnson, “Loved this book. Loved this book! It happened to have been written about

my home town and people I actually know. Dr. Cashin's father was my dentist when I was a

child growing up in Huntsville. I had a chance to meet Dr. Sheryll Cashin when she visited

Huntsville on a lecture tour. It was so interesting learning more about Dr. Cashin and the fight

for Civil Rights he waged until he passed.”

Careful Reader, “An amazing insight into the early days of the civil rights .... An amazing insight

into the early days of the civil rights movement in Huntsville, Alabama. Most certainly worth

reading. HIGHLY recommended.”

Herschel Stegar, “Wonderful... Wonderful.....I attended Fisk University with the help of Mrs.

Patti Cashin Sykes, who was a member of Cashin family....and I was named after Herschel

Vivian Cashin....”

Sherril Gautreaux, “Great book!. Great book written the daughter of an Alabama civil rights

activist.  Sheryll writes in a funny and engaging style that makes it a fun book to read!”

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bzmjR/The-Agitators-Daughter-A-Memoir-of-Four-Generations-of-One-Extraordinary-African-American-Family


Susan May, “Five Stars. Very inspiring story, very impressive family.”

Kenneth Rogers, “Great. Excellent. This is a well written memoir that is intriguing, educational,

and entertaining at the same time.”

BOB, “The emotional inheritance of an agitator. The agitator in this instance is civil rights

activist John Cashin, who was a dentist in Huntsville, Alabama in the 1950's through the 1970's

and played an essential role in the movement to integrate Huntsville and transform interracial

society throughout the state of Alabama in the 1960's and 70's. The daughter, Sheryll, has

stated that one of the primary motivators for writing the book was that she wanted to get as

much of that heritage recorded directly from her father while he was still living before he

passed and took it with him. She also wanted to extract the facts of the family history from 'the

lore', the oral myths that had been passed down through several generations.The lore was that

Sheryll's great-grandfather, Herschel Vivian Cashin, was one of the sons of a benevolent Irish

immigrant from Georgia that moved his mixed race children to the north to save them from

being sold by his slave holding brother in case something should happen to him. The lore also

stated that Herschel became the first black lawyer in the state of Alabama and the architect of

Reconstruction. The facts were that the benevolent Irishman, John Cashin, was a very

successful slave owner and that the inheritance of his children came from the institution of

slavery and that the opportunities were often available because of their mixed race. Many of

these children were so light-skinned that they could easily pass as white, live as whites and

avail themselves of the opportunities of white citizens. Herschel, however, had slightly darker

skin and chose to return to the South as a black man and lift up the more impoverished

members of his race. He wasn't the first black lawyer in the state of Alabama, although he was

one of the first. He did serve two terms in the Alabama legislature, not at the origin of

Reconstruction but rather when it was coming to a close. Herschel instilled in his children the

drive to excel, to pursue higher education and to become successful lawyers, doctors, dentists,

educators, the highest professions that were available to them at that time.The lore had kernels

of truth and served as potent motivation to propel each subsequent generation to pursue

excellence and civic duty. Sheryl's father, John Jr. (his father, John Sr. was a dentist in

Huntsville) followed in his father's footsteps, was the valedictorian of his class, just as members

of each previous generation had been since Grandfather Herschel, and determined to live a life

of social activism. He married Joan Carpenter, daughter of an affluent family in New Jersey

and informed her that if she wanted to marry him she must dedicate her life, with his, to social

activism and join the civil rights struggle.Some of the events of the movement in Huntsville in

the 60's are also depicted in the book, 'Beside the Troubled Waters' by fellow civil rights leader

Sonnie Hereford, one of the few black doctors in Huntsville during those years. He told about

the effort to gain national publicity for what they were doing when his pregnant wife, Martha,

along with Sheryll's mother Joan, carrying four-month old Sheryll, and a young black student

named Frances Simms, sat at a segregated lunch counter and refused to leave, leading to all

of them, including the baby, being taken to jail:'The three women did not ask for an appeal

bond, placing the police in a quandary about what to do with their unique inmates. After

considerable deliberation, the police chief announced to the women that he was releasing

them “on their own recognizance.” At four months I had gone to jail for the cause, and slept

through the entire episode. Mama, baby and diaper bag in hand, walked four long blocks from

the city jail to Daddy's dental office on Gallatin Street. He was disappointed to see her. Looking

up from a patient's mouth, he said, “What are you doing here? You're supposed to be in



jail.”She makes the same assessment of the success of the non-violent movement in Huntsville

that Hereford does. Huntsville in the early 60's was currying favor and funding from the federal

government through NASA's space program and the Von Braun team of scientists working at

Redstone Arsenal. Unlike Birmingham and other southern cities, the municipal leaders and the

police department chose not to pursue a violent course of action. No dogs and fire hoses were

used They watched from the sidelines and made arrests when the laws were broken. John

Cashin and his colleagues continued to exert pressure on the mayor to form a biracial

committee to work on the transition of integration.Cashin did not stop there. The Democratic

Party at that time was still running on a platform of white supremacy. After the Voting Rights

Act passed he stepped up his efforts to form an alternative, the National Democratic Party of

Alabama (NDPA), so that blacks would not be shut out of the voting process and could elect

black delegates to the National Democratic Convention and enable more blacks to be elected

to public office. It was a monumental task—overturning a century of white supremacy that was

built into the party platform—but it gradually nudged the Democratic Party into a more inclusive

approach.Cashin was relentless. He went out of his way to be provocative and he was fearless.

He and his colleagues, black and white, would attend White Citizens Council meetings and

cheer the most vile supremacist statements, throwing the racists off their guard. He

recognized a Klansman in the meeting, went up to shake his hand and say, “Hi, how are you

doing?”Sheryll tells about the 'Drek Set', the integrated mix of whites and blacks, hippies and

revolutionaries that would gather at the Cashins' home for parties and planning sessions. Two

of the white 'Drek Setters', Don and Myrna Copeland, were close friends of the Cashins and

would invest all of their savings into the movement, just as the Cashins did. They also had fun

in their challenges of the segregationist status quo. One of the most amusing incidents

occurred when John wanted to integrate the Grand Ol' Opry at the Ryman Auditorium. They

arranged to have someone purchase four front row tickets. John owned a Rolls Royce so they

drove up to Nashville, pulled up in front of the Ryman and Don got out in a chauffeur's outfit,

Myrna got out in her maid's outfit and they opened the doors for John and Joan to step out,

John in white jacket, tie and tails, Joan in an elegant evening dress. John asked at the door if it

would be all right if his driver and maid accompanied them. The stunned Opry admission

personnel allowed them to come through.Sheryll grew up with enormous admiration for her

parents and realized at an early age that her family was unlike others. As a child, she would

ride with her parents all over the black belt of Alabama as her father, running for governor

against George Wallace in 1970 on the NDPA ticket, campaigned and gave the same stump

speech wherever they went. She grew angry with him as she realized that she would have to

scramble for money for college because her father had depleted his savings on the NDPA or

giving to another activist with a cause.As he acquired a higher profile on the public stage and

pursued his efforts with even more dedication, he lost most of the money he had gained. The

City of Huntsville claimed his dental office as 'eminent domain' and built a parking lot there so

John decided at that point to give up his dentistry career. The FBI harassed him. The IRS

claimed he owed an enormous amount in back taxes, a circumstance that Cashin had brought

upon himself when he overstated his income when obtaining financing to help a group of Black

Muslims purchase a farm in Greene County, Alabama. Joan was forced to go to back to work

as a social worker and the family income dropped to around $17,000 a year.Sheryll states that

she received an emotional inheritance that became more valuable than a financial one would

ever be. She inherited the drive to excel and also took from both sides of the family the

inherent obligation to give back to the community and help those less fortunate than her. She

concludes her book at on a Democratic primary day in March 1980. At the age of 18, she was



running as a delegate from Alabama and pledging her support for Jimmy Carter. She had

driven herself to the polls. She pulled the lever beside Carter's name,'not realizing how much

my parents had fought for this simple privilege. Then I scanned the list of candidates for

delegate and found my name in small black letters. As I pulled the lever I laughed excitedly. I

had voted for the first time, and I had voted for myself.'The agitator's daughter had internalized

the legacy.”

Ernest McCray, “Viewing Struggles for Freedom through the Soul of "The Agitator's Daughter".

The Agitator's Daughter: A Memoir of Four Generations of One Extraordinary African-American

Family

  

  

I couldn't get enough of the stories that Sheryll Cashin strung together in "The Agitator's

Daughter." It was an adventure experiencing the lives of her family, the Cashins, an African

American family who, over several generations, embodied in their unwavering committment to

"freedom and justice for all" a never-say-die spirit that has "Yes We Can" at its very core. This

is a history lesson for the ages. It begins in the days of slavery when Lucinda Bowdre, a

woman of color and an Irishman, John Cashin, brought seven children in the world. From there

the reader is taken on a journey through the Cashin's lives beyond slavery through

Reconstruction, on to the days of Jim Crow, past the civil rights era up to the political struggles

that exist in our world today. The Cashins are of light skin, some of them able to pass for white,

but they have made black political enfranchisement their reasons for living, their passion.

Agitating for social justice is like breathing air to them. Helping black people rise in dignity out

of poverty is in their DNA. Sheryll Cashin gets so much of the family lore from her father, Dr.

John Cashin, Jr. She brings to life his renditions of marching among the violence that erupted

on the bridge leg of the Selma to Montgomery March for Voting Rights. She learns from him

how he helped Martin Luther King pursue his dream; how he founded the National Democratic

Party of Alabama to counter George Wallace's Dixiecrats; how he got blacks elected to a

multitude of offices in Alabama; how he campaigned for governor among people who wished

him dead; how if it had anything to do with Civil Rights the Cashin family pretty much had it

covered. Oh, there are so many beautiful and indelible images in this story. One, in particular,

keeps coming to mind. I see Ms. Cashin's mom and dad along with Don and Myrna Copeland,

a white couple with whom they had marched and organized in Alabama and other southern

states, showing up at the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville with four front-row-center seats. This

was in 1963 when black performers and black people out on the town weren't "expected or

allowed" - especially not arriving in a Rolls Royce wearing an evening gown and white tie and

tails with Don looking sharp in a snappy chauffeur's uniform and Myrna dressed as a maid.

Eyes must have peered out at them like Mr. Magoo's. Would white servants be refused? No.

And neither were the Cashins. They all strode in just as proud as they could be. "Another lily-

white realm had been conquered through bloodless audacity." To use the vernacular of the day:



That is how they rolled. Activists say "The victory, if there is one, is often in the mere act of

trying." And, along these lines, Sheryll Cashin illustrates ever so eloquently through her stories

that there's very little that the Cashins haven't tried in their efforts to make their people free. For

anyone who enjoys a good old fashion story of good winning over evil, of justice winning over

narrow mindedness, of love winning over hate, "The Agitator's Daughter" is the book to read.”

inetwork, “Five Stars. I knew her father, and ths is a very honest view of who he was and why”

The book by Sheryll Cashin has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 21 people have provided feedback.
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