
There were swaying chimneys, tottering walls, streets impassable from piles of brick, stones, and 

rubbish,” reported one journalist in Richmond at war’s end. “Men stood speechless, haggard...

gazing at the desolation.” In this photograph, the need for a time exposure made residents walking 

the streets look like ghosts. Many must have felt that way in defeat, though newly freed African 

Americans were exultant.

RECONSTRUCTING    
the Union
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a secret sale at 

davis bend

 oseph Davis had had enough. Well

 on in years and financially ruined by

 the war, he decided to sell his 

Mississippi plantations Hurricane and Brierfield to 

Benjamin Montgomery and his sons in November 1866. 

Such a sale was common enough after the war, but this 

transaction was bound to attract attention, since Jo-

seph Davis was the elder brother of Jeff erson Davis. In-

deed, before the war the ex-Confederate president had 

operated Brierfield as his own plantation, even though 

his brother retained legal title to it. But the sale was un-

usual for another reason—so unusual that the parties 

involved agreed to keep it secret. The plantation’s new 

owners were black, and Mississippi law prohibited Afri-

can Americans from owning land. >>
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Though a slave, Benjamin Mont-

gomery had been the business man-

ager of the two Davis plantations 

before the war. He had also operated 

a store on Hurricane Plantation with 

his own line of credit in New Orleans. 

In 1863 Montgomery fled to the North, 

but when the war was over, he returned 

to Davis Bend, where the federal gov-

ernment had confiscated the Davis 

plantations and was leasing plots of 

the land to black farmers. Montgom-

ery quickly emerged as the leader of 

the African American community at 

the Bend. <<

>> A Visit from the Old Mistress, by Winslow Homer, 

captures the confl icting, often awkward emotions felt 

by both races after the war.

freedom simply through a proclamation of emancipation. 

They also needed economic power, including their own 

land that no one could unfairly take away.

For nearly two centuries the laws had prevented slaves 

from possessing such economic power. If these conditions 

were to be overturned, black Americans needed political 

power, too. Thus the Republic would have to be recon-

structed to give African Americans political power that 

they had been previously denied.

War, in its blunt way, had roughed out the contours 

of a solution, but only in broad terms. Clearly, African 

Americans would no longer be enslaved. The North, with 

its industrial might, would be the driving force in the 

nation’s economy and retain the dominant political voice. 

But beyond that, the outlines of a reconstructed Republic 

remained vague. Would African Americans receive eff ec-

tive power? How would North and South readjust their 

economic and political relations? These questions lay at 

the heart of the problem of Reconstruction.

Then, in 1866, President Andrew John-

son pardoned Joseph Davis and restored 

his lands. Davis was now over 80 years old 

and lacked the will and stamina to rebuild, 

yet unlike many ex-slaveholders, he felt 

bound by obligations to his former slaves. 

Convinced that with proper encourage-

ment African Americans could succeed 

economically in freedom, he sold his land 

secretly to Benjamin Montgomery. Only 

when the law prohibiting African Ameri-

cans from owning land was overturned in 

1867 did Davis publicly confirm the sale to 

his former slave.

For his part, Montgomery undertook 

to create a model society at Davis Bend 

based on mutual cooperation. He rented 

land to black farmers, hired others to work 

his own fields, sold supplies on credit, and 

ginned and marketed the crops. To the 

growing African American community, 

he preached the gospel of hard work, self-

reliance, and education.

Hard work indeed: these black farmers faced the 

destruction caused by the war, several disastrous floods, 

insects, droughts, and declining cotton prices. Yet before 

long, cotton production exceeded that of the prewar years, 

and in 1870 the black families at Davis Bend produced 

2,500 bales. The Montgomerys eventually acquired 5,500 

acres, which made them reputedly the third largest plant-

ers in the state, and they won national and international 

awards for the quality of their cotton. Their success dem-

onstrated what African Americans, given a fair chance, 

might accomplish.

The experiences of Benjamin Montgomery after 1865 

were not those of most black southerners, who did not 

own land or have a powerful white benefactor. Yet all Afri-

can Americans shared Montgomery’s dream of economic 

independence. As one black veteran noted: “Every colored 

man will be a slave, and feel himself a slave until he can 

raise him own bale of cotton and put him own mark upon 

it and say this is mine!” Blacks could not gain eff ective 
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amnesty general pardon 
granted by a government, 
usually for political crimes.

loyalty oath oath of fi delity 
to the state or to an organi-
zation. 

South temporarily under military 

rule. Then Booth’s bullet found its 

mark, and Lincoln’s final approach 

to Reconstruction would never be 

known. 

Reconstruction under 
Andrew Johnson >> In the 

wake of defeat, the immediate 

reaction among white southern-

ers was one of shock, despair, and 

hopelessness. Some former Con-

federates were openly antagonis-

tic. A North Carolina innkeeper 

remarked bitterly that Yankees 

had stolen his slaves, burned his 

house, and killed all his sons, 

leaving him only one privilege: 

“To hate ’em. I git up at half-past 

four in the morning, and sit up till 

twelve at night, to hate ’em.” Most 

Confederate soldiers were less defiant, having had their 

fill of war. Even among hostile civilians the feeling was 

widespread that the South must accept northern terms. 

A South Carolina paper admitted that “the conqueror has 

the right to make the terms, and we must submit.” 

This psychological moment was critical. To prevent a 

resurgence of resistance, the president needed to lay out 

in unmistakable terms what white southerners had to do 

to regain their old status in the Union. Perhaps even a 

clear and firm policy would not have been enough. But 

with Lincoln’s death, the executive power came to rest in 

far less capable hands. 

Andrew Johnson, the new president, had been born in 

North Carolina and eventually moved to Tennessee, where 

he worked as a tailor. Barely able to read and write when 

he married, he rose to political power by portraying him-

self as the champion of the people against the wealthy 

planter class. “Some day I will show the stuck-up aristo-

crats who is running the country,” he vowed as he began 

his political career. Although he accepted emancipation as 

one consequence of the war, Johnson lacked any concern 

for the welfare of African Americans. “Damn the negroes,” 

he said during the war, “I am fighting these traitorous aris-

tocrats, their masters.” After serving in Congress and as 

military governor of Tennessee following its occupation 

presidential 
reconstruction

Throughout the war Abraham Lincoln had considered 

Reconstruction his responsibility. Elected with less than 40 

percent of the popular vote in 1860, he was acutely aware 

that once the states of the Confederacy were restored to 

the Union, the Republicans would be weakened unless 

they ceased to be a sectional party. By a generous peace, 

Lincoln hoped to attract former Whigs in the South, who 

supported many of the Republicans’ economic policies, 

and build up a southern wing of the party.

Lincoln’s 10 Percent Plan >> Lincoln out-

lined his program in a Proclamation of Amnesty and 

Reconstruction, issued in December 1863. When a mini-

mum of 10 percent of the 

qualified voters from 1860 

took a loyalty oath to the 

Union, they could organize 

a state government. The new 

state constitution had to 

abolish slavery and provide 

for black education, but Lincoln did not insist that high-

ranking Confederate leaders be barred from public life.

Lincoln indicated that he would be generous in grant-

ing pardons to Confederate leaders and did not rule out 

compensation for slave property. Moreover, while he pri-

vately advocated limited black suff rage in the disloyal 

southern states, he did not demand social or political 

equality for black Americans. In Louisiana, Arkansas, and 

Tennessee he recognized pro-Union governments that 

allowed only white men to vote.

The Radical Republicans found Lincoln’s approach 

much too lenient. Strongly antislavery, Radical members 

of Congress had led the struggle to make emancipation a 

war aim. Now they led the fight to guarantee the rights of 

former slaves, or freedpeople. The Radicals believed that 

it was the duty of Congress, not the president, to set the 

terms under which states would regain their rights in the 

Union. Though the Radicals often disagreed on other mat-

ters, they were united in a determination to readmit south-

ern states only after slavery had been ended, black rights 

protected, and the power of the planter class destroyed. 

Under the direction of Senator Benjamin Wade of 

Ohio and Representative Henry Winter Davis of Mary-

land, Congress formulated a much stricter plan of Recon-

struction. The Wade-Davis bill required half the white 

adult males to take an oath of allegiance before drafting 

a new state constitution, and it restricted political power 

to the hard-core Unionists. Lincoln vetoed this approach, 

but as the war drew to a close, he appeared ready to make 

concessions to the Radicals, such as placing the defeated 

>> The mood of white southerners at the 

end of the war was mixed. Many, like the 

veteran caricatured here by northern car-

toonist Thomas Nast, remained hostile. 

Others, like Texas captain Samuel Foster, 

came to believe that the institution of 

slavery “had been abused, and perhaps 

for that abuse this terrible war . . . was 

brought upon us as a punishment.”
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state government. Suff rage was limited to white citizens 

who had taken the loyalty oath. This plan was similar to 

Lincoln’s, though more lenient. Only informally did John-

son stipulate that the southern states were to renounce 

their ordinances of secession, repudiate the Confederate 

debt, and ratify the proposed Thirteenth Amendment 

abolishing slavery. 

The Failure of Johnson’s Program >> 
The southern delegates who met to construct new govern-

ments were in no mood to follow Johnson’s recommenda-

tions. Several states merely repealed instead of repudiating 

their ordinances of secession, rejected the Thirteenth 

Amendment, or refused to repudiate the Confederate debt.

Nor did the new governments allow African Ameri-

cans any political rights or provide in any eff ective way for 

black education. In addition, each state passed a series of 

laws, often modeled on its old slave code, that applied only 

to African Americans. These “black codes” did give Afri-

can Americans some rights that had not been granted to 

by Union forces, Johnson, a Democrat, was tapped by 

Lincoln in 1864 as his running mate on the rechristened 

“Union” ticket. 

The Radicals expected Johnson to uphold their views 

on Reconstruction, and on assuming the presidency he 

spoke of trying Confederate leaders and breaking up plant-

ers’ estates. Unlike most Republicans, however, Johnson 

strongly supported states’ rights, and his political short-

comings sparked confl icts almost immediately. Scarred 

by his humble origins, he became tactless and inflexible 

when challenged or criticized, alienating even those who 

sought to work with him.

Johnson moved to return the southern states to the 

Union quickly. He prescribed a loyalty oath that most 

white southerners would have to take to regain their civil 

and political rights and to have their property, except for 

slaves, restored. High Confederate officials and those with 

property worth over $20,000 had to apply for individual 

pardons. Once a state drafted a new constitution and 

elected state officers and members of Congress, Johnson 

promised to revoke martial law and recognize the new 

^̂  Ruins in Charleston, South Carolina
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restoration. At the other end of the spectrum, a larger 

group of Radical Republicans, led by Thaddeus Stevens, 

Charles Sumner, Benjamin Wade, and others, was bent 

on remaking southern society in the image of the North. 

Reconstruction must “revolutionize Southern institutions, 

habits, and manners,” insisted Representative Stevens, 

“. . . or all our blood and treasure have been spent in vain.”

As a minority, the Radicals needed the aid of the mod-

erate Republicans, the largest bloc in Congress. Led by Wil-

liam Pitt Fessenden and Lyman Trumbull, the moderates 

had no desire to foster social revolution or promote racial 

equality in the South. But they wanted to keep Confeder-

ate leaders from reassuming power, and they were con-

vinced that the former slaves needed federal protection. 

Otherwise, Trumbull declared, the freedpeople would “be 

tyrannized over, abused, and virtually reenslaved.”

The central issue dividing Johnson and the Radicals 

was the place of African Americans in American society. 

Johnson accused his opponents of seeking “to Africanize 

the southern half of our country,” while the Radicals cham-

pioned civil and political rights for African Americans. 

The only way to maintain loyal governments and develop 

a Republican party in the South, Radicals argued, was to 

give black men the ballot. Moderates agreed that the new 

southern governments were too harsh toward African 

Americans, but they feared that too great an emphasis on 

black civil rights would alienate northern voters. 

In December 1865, when southern representatives to 

Congress appeared in Washington, a majority in Congress 

voted to exclude them. Congress also appointed a joint 

committee, chaired by Senator Fessenden, to look into 

Reconstruction.

The growing split with the president became clearer 

when Congress passed a bill extending the life of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau. Created in March 1865, the bureau 

provided emergency food, clothing, and medical care 

to war refugees (including white southerners) and took 

charge of settling freedpeople on abandoned lands. The 

new bill gave the bureau the added responsibilities of 

supervising special courts to resolve disputes involving 

freedpeople and establishing schools for black southern-

ers. Although this bill passed with virtually unanimous 

Republican support, Johnson vetoed it.

Johnson also vetoed a civil rights bill designed to 

overturn the more flagrant provisions of the black 

codes. The law made African Americans citizens of 

the United States and granted them the right to 

own property, make contracts, and have access to 

courts as parties and witnesses. For most Repub-

licans Johnson’s action was the last straw, and 

in April 1866 Congress overrode his veto. Con-

gress then approved a slightly revised Freedmen’s 

Bureau bill in July and promptly overrode the presi-

dent’s veto. Johnson’s refusal to compromise drove 

the moderates into the arms of the Radicals.

slaves. They legalized marriages from slavery and allowed 

black southerners to hold and sell property and to sue 

and be sued in state courts. 

Yet their primary intent was 

to keep African Americans 

as propertyless agricultural 

laborers with inferior legal 

rights. The new freedpeople 

could not serve on juries, tes-

tify against whites, or work as 

they pleased. Mississippi pro-

hibited them from buying or 

renting farmland, and most 

states ominously provided that black people who were 

vagrants could be arrested and hired out to landowners. 

Many northerners were incensed by the restrictive black 

codes, which violated their conception of freedom. 

Southern voters under Johnson’s plan also defiantly 

elected prominent Confederate military and political lead-

ers to office. At this point, Johnson could have called for 

new elections or admitted that a diff erent program of 

Reconstruction was needed. Instead he caved in. For all 

his harsh rhetoric, he shrank from the prospect of social 

upheaval, and as the lines of ex-Confederates waiting to 

see him lengthened, he began issuing special pardons 

almost as fast as they could be printed. Publicly Johnson 

put on a bold face, announcing that Reconstruction had 

been successfully completed. But many members of Con-

gress were deeply alarmed, and the stage was set for a seri-

ous confrontation. 

Johnson’s Break with Congress >> 
The new Congress was by no means of one mind. A small 

number of Democrats 

and a few conserva-

tive Republicans 

backed the presi-

dent’s program of 

immediate and 

unconditional 
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number of Democrats 

and a few conserva-

tive Republicans 

backed the presi-

dent’s program of 

immediate and 

unconditional 

When President Johnson defi ed the Tenure of Offi  ce Act by 

fi ring Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, Stanton barricaded 

himself in his offi  ce and refused to turn over the key. He 

remained there for several weeks, meals being brought to 

him. Worries ran so high that the president might use force 

to expel him that two members of Congress organized a 

company of 100 guards to deter any attack.

When President Johnson defi ed the Tenure of Offi  ce Act by 

hhh dMMaannnniiinnggg ttthhheeee  BBBBaaarrrrriiiiccccaaaaddddeeeess
bababackckkstststorororryyyy

black codes laws passed 
by southern states in 1865 
and 1866, modeled on the 
slave codes in eff ect before 
the Civil War. The codes did 
grant African Americans 
some rights not enjoyed 
by slaves, but their primary 
purpose was to keep African 
Americans as propertyless 
agricultural laborers.

dav85468_CH17.indd   339dav85468_CH17.indd   339 9/23/08   1:22:52 PM9/23/08   1:22:52 PM



340   |  s e v e n t e e n  |  RECONSTRUCTING THE UNION |

The Election of 1866 >> When Congress 

blocked his policies, Johnson undertook a speaking tour 

of the East and Midwest in the fall of 1866 to drum up 

popular support. But the president found it difficult to 

convince northern audiences that white southerners 

were fully repentant. Only months earlier white mobs in 

Memphis and New Orleans had attacked black residents 

and killed nearly 100 in two 

major race riots. “The negroes 

now know, to their sorrow, 

that it is best not to arouse 

the fury of the white man,” 

boasted one Memphis news-

paper. When the president 

encountered hostile audi-

ences during his northern 

campaign, he made matters 

only worse by trading insults 

and proclaiming that the Radicals were traitors.

Not to be outdone, the Radicals vilified Johnson as 

a traitor aiming to turn the country over to former reb-

els. Resorting to the tactic of “waving the bloody shirt,” 

they appealed to voters by reviving bitter memories of 

the war. In a classic example of such rhetoric, Governor 

Oliver Morton of Indiana proclaimed that “every bounty 

jumper, every deserter, every sneak who ran away from 

the draft” was a Democrat; every “New York rioter in 1863 

who burned up little children in colored asylums called 

himself a Democrat. In short, the Democratic party may 

be described as a common sewer.”

Voters soundly repudiated Johnson, as the Republicans 

won more than a two-thirds majority in both 

houses of Congress. The Radicals had 

reached the height of their power, 

propelled by genuine alarm 

among northerners that John-

son’s policies would lose the 

fruits of the Union’s vic-

tory. Johnson was a presi-

dent virtually without a 

party. 

The Fourteenth Amendment >> To prevent 

unrepentant Confederates from taking over the 

reconstructed state governments and denying Afri-

can Americans basic freedoms, the Joint Commit-

tee on Reconstruction proposed an amendment to 

the Constitution, which passed both houses of Con-

gress with the necessary two-thirds vote in June 1866.

The amendment guaranteed repayment of the national 

war debt and prohibited repayment of the Confederate 

debt. To counteract the president’s wholesale pardons, it 

disqualified prominent Confederates from holding office. 

Because moderates balked at giving the vote to African 

Americans, the amendment merely gave Congress the 

right to reduce the representation of any state that did 

not have impartial male suff rage. The practical eff ect of 

this provision, which Radicals labeled a “swindle,” was to 

allow northern states to retain white suff rage, since unlike 

southern states they had few African Americans in their 

populations and thus would not be penalized. 

The amendment’s most important provision, Section 1, 

defined an American citizen as anyone born in the United 

States or naturalized, thereby automatically making Afri-

can Americans citizens. Section 1 also prohibited states 

from abridging “the privileges or immunities” of citizens, 

depriving “any person of life, liberty, or property, without 

due process of law,” or denying “any person . . . equal pro-

tection of the laws.” The framers of the amendment prob-

ably intended to prohibit laws that applied to one race 

only, such as the black codes, or that made certain acts fel-

onies when committed by black but not white people, or 

that decreed diff erent penalties for the same crime when 

committed by white and black lawbreakers. The framers 

probably did not intend to prevent segregation (the legal 

separation of the races) in schools and public places.

Johnson denounced the amendment and urged southern 

states not to ratify it. Ironically, of the seceded states only the 

president’s own state ratified the amendment, and Congress 

readmitted Tennessee with no further restrictions. The tele-

gram sent to Congress by a longtime foe of Johnson officially 

announcing Tennessee’s approval ended: “Give my respects 

to the dead dog in the White House.”

bloody shirt political 
campaign tactic of “waving 
the bloody shirt,” used by 
Republicans against Demo-
crats; it invoked the deaths 
and casualties from the Civil 
War as a reason to vote for 
Republicans as the party of 
the Union, rather than the 
Democrats, who had often 
opposed the war. 

“Resorting to the tactic of ‘waving 

the bloody shirt,’ [Radicals] 

appealed to voters by reviving 

bitter memories of the war.”

Did the South 

or the North win 

the Civil War?
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When the first election was held in Alabama to ratify the 

new state constitution, whites boycotted it in sufficient 

numbers to prevent a majority of voters from participat-

ing. Undaunted, Congress passed the fourth Reconstruc-

tion Act (March 1868), which required ratification of the 

constitution by only a majority of those voting rather than 

those who were registered. 

By June 1868 Congress had readmitted the representa-

tives of seven states. Texas, Virginia, and Mississippi did 

not complete the process until 1869. Georgia finally fol-

lowed in 1870.

Post-Emancipation Societies in the 
Americas >> With the exception of Haiti’s revo-

lution (1791–1804), the United States was the only soci-

ety in the Americas in which the destruction of slavery 

was accomplished by violence. But the United States, 

uniquely among these societies, enfranchised former 

slaves almost immediately after the emancipation. Thus 

in the United States former masters and slaves battled 

for control of the state in ways that did not occur in 

other post-emancipation societies. In most of the Carib-

bean, property requirements for voting left the planters 

in political control. Jamaica, for example, with a popu-

lation of 500,000 in the 1860s, had only 3,000 voters.

Moreover, in reaction to political eff orts to mobi-

lize disfranchised black peasants, Jamaican planters 

dissolved the assembly and reverted to being a Crown 

colony governed from London. Of the sugar islands, all 

but Barbados adopted the same policy, thereby blocking 

the potential for any future black peasant democracy. 

Nor did any of these societies have the counterparts of 

congressional 
reconstruction

With a clear mandate in hand, congressional Republicans 

passed their own program of Reconstruction, beginning 

with the first Reconstruction Act in March 1867. Like all 

later pieces of Reconstruction legislation, it was repassed 

over Johnson’s veto.

Placing the 10 unreconstructed states under military 

commanders, the act provided that in enrolling voters, 

officials were to include black adult males but not for-

mer Confederates, who were barred from holding office 

under the Fourteenth Amendment. Delegates to the state 

conventions were to frame constitutions that provided 

for black suff rage and disqualified prominent ex-Con-

federates from office. The first state 

legislatures to meet under the new 

constitution were required to ratify 

the Fourteenth Amendment. Once 

these steps were completed and 

Congress approved the new state 

constitution, a state could send rep-

resentatives to Congress.

White southerners found these 

requirements so obnoxious that 

officials took no steps to register 

voters. Congress then enacted a 

second Reconstruction Act, also in 

March, ordering the local military 

commanders to put the machin-

ery of Reconstruction into motion. 

Johnson’s eff orts to limit the power 

of military commanders produced a 

third act, passed in July, that upheld 

their superiority in all matters. 

<< This politician is literally “waving the bloody shirt”—using the bitter 

memories of the Civil War to rouse voters to side with Republicans.
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this law was to prevent him from firing Secretary of War 

Edwin Stanton, the only remaining Radical in the cabinet. 

When Johnson tried to dismiss Stanton in February 

1868, the House of Representatives angrily approved arti-

cles of impeachment. The articles focused on the violation 

of the Tenure of Office Act, but the charge with the most 

substance was that Johnson had acted to systematically 

obstruct Reconstruction legislation. In the trial before 

the Senate, his lawyers argued that a president could be 

impeached only for an indictable crime, which Johnson 

clearly had not committed. 

The Radicals countered that 

impeachment applied to 

political off enses and not 

merely criminal acts. In 

May 1868 the Senate voted 

35 to 19 to convict, one 

vote short of the two-thirds 

majority needed. The seven 

Republicans who joined 

the Democrats in voting 

for acquittal were uneasy about using impeachment as a 

political weapon. 

reconstruction in 
the south

As the power of the Radicals in Congress waned, the fate 

of Reconstruction increasingly hinged on developments 

in the southern states themselves. Power in these states 

rested with the new Republican parties, representing a 

coalition of black and white southerners and transplanted 

northerners.

Black and White 
Republicans >> Once 

African Americans received 

the right to vote, black men 

constituted as much as 80 

percent of the Republican 

voters in the South. They 

steadfastly opposed the 

Democratic party with its 

appeal to white supremacy. 

But during Reconstruction 

African Americans never 

held office in proportion to 

their voting strength. No 

African American was ever 

elected governor. And only in 

South Carolina, where more 

than 60 percent of the popula-

tion was black, did they control 

the Radical Republicans, a group of outsiders with politi-

cal power that promoted the fundamental transforma-

tion of the post-emancipation South. These comparisons 

highlight the radicalism of Reconstruction in the United 

States, which alone saw an eff ort to forge an interracial 

democracy.

The Land Issue >> While the political process 

of Reconstruction proceeded, Congress debated whether 

land should be given to 

former slaves to foster 

economic independence. 

At a meeting with Secre-

tary of War Edwin Stanton 

near the end of the war, 

African American leaders 

declared: “The way we can 

best take care of ourselves 

is to have land, and till it 

by our own labor.” The Sec-

ond Confiscation Act of 1862 had authorized the gov-

ernment to seize and sell the property of supporters of 

the rebellion. In June 1866, however, President Johnson 

ruled that confiscation laws applied only to wartime.

After more than a year of debate, Congress rejected 

all proposals to give land to former slaves. Given Ameri-

cans’ strong belief in self-reliance, little sympathy existed 

for the idea that government should support any group. 

In addition, land redistribution represented an attack on 

property rights, another cherished American value. “A 

division of rich men’s lands amongst the landless,” argued 

the Nation, a Radical journal, “would give a shock to our 

whole social and political system from which it would 

hardly recover without the loss of liberty.” By 1867 land 

reform was dead. 

Impeachment >> 
Throughout 1867 Con-

gress routinely overrode 

Johnson’s vetoes, but the 

president undercut congres-

sional Reconstruction in 

other ways. He interpreted 

the new laws narrowly and 

removed military command-

ers who vigorously enforced 

them. Congress responded 

by restricting his power to 

issue orders to military com-

manders in the South. It also 

passed the Tenure of Office 

Act, which forbade Johnson 

to remove any member of the 

cabinet without the Senate’s 

consent. The intention of 

“After more than a year of 

debate, Congress rejected 

all proposals to give land to 

former slaves.”

e

S

than

tion

During Reconstruction black 

office−holders constituted the 

majority of one house of the 

legislature 

a. only in South Carolina.

b. in South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana.

c. in six southern states but nowhere in the North.

d. in all southern states and also in Massachusetts.

e. in the border states of Tennessee, Kentucky, 

and Missouri, where racism was less 

prevalent.

Key: a
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at one time voted Republican. They were primarily Union-

ists from the upland counties and hill areas and largely 

yeoman farmers. Such voters 

were attracted by Republi-

can promises to rebuild the 

South, restore prosperity, cre-

ate public schools, and open isolated areas to the market 

with railroads. 

The other group of white Republicans in the South 

were known as carpetbaggers. Originally from the North, 

they allegedly had arrived 

with all their worldly posses-

sions stuff ed in a carpetbag, 

ready to loot and plunder the 

defeated South. Some did, cer-

tainly, but northerners moved 

south for a variety of reasons. 

Though carpetbaggers made 

up only a small percentage of Republican voters, they con-

trolled almost a third of the offices. More than half of all 

southern Republican governors and nearly half of Republi-

can members of Congress were originally northerners. 

even one house of the legislature. Between 15 and 20 

percent of the state officers and 6 percent of members 

of Congress (2 senators and 15 representatives) were 

black. Only in South Carolina did black officeholders 

approach their proportion of the population.

Those who held office came from the top levels of 

African American society. Among state and federal 

officeholders, perhaps 80 percent were literate, and over 

a quarter had been free before the war, both marks of 

distinction in the black community. Their occupations 

also set them apart: many were professionals (mostly 

clergy), and of the third who were farmers, nearly all 

owned land. In their political and social values, African 

American leaders were more conservative than the rural 

black population, and they showed little interest in land 

reform.

Black citizens were a majority of the voters only in 

South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Thus in most 

of the South the Republican party had to secure white 

votes to stay in power. Opponents scornfully labeled 

white southerners who allied with the Republican party 

scalawags, yet an estimated quarter of white southerners 

scalawag white southerners 
who supported the Republi-
can party. 

carpetbagger northern 
white Republicans who came 
to live in the South after the 
Civil War. Most were veter-
ans of the Union army; many 
were teachers, Freedman’s 
Bureau agents or investors in 
cotton plantations.
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georgia plantation after the war 
After emancipation, sharecropping became the dominant form of agricultural labor in the South. Black families 

no longer lived in the old slave quarters but dispersed to separate plots of land that they farmed themselves. At 

the end of the year each sharecropper turned over part of the crop to the white landowner.
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Corruption, however, was not only a southern prob-

lem but a national one. During these years, the Democratic 

Tweed Ring in New York City alone stole more money 

than all the southern Radical governments combined. 

Moreover, corruption was hardly limited to southern 

Republicans: many Democrats and white business leaders 

participated. Louisiana governor Henry Warmoth, a car-

petbagger, told a congressional committee: “Everybody is 

demoralizing down here. Corruption is the fashion.”

Corruption in Radical governments existed, but 

southern Democrats exaggerated its extent for partisan 

purposes. They opposed honest Radical regimes just as 

bitterly as notoriously corrupt ones. In the eyes of most 

white southerners, the real crime of the Radical govern-

ments was that they allowed black citizens to hold some 

offices and tried to protect the civil rights of black Ameri-

cans. Race was white conservatives’ greatest weapon. And 

it would prove the most eff ective means to undermine 

Republican power in the South.

black aspirations
Emancipation came to slaves in diff erent ways and at dif-

ferent times. Betty Jones’s grandmother was told about 

the Emancipation Proclamation by another slave while 

they were hoeing corn. Mary Anderson received the news 

from her master near the end of the war when Sherman’s 

army invaded North Carolina. Whatever the timing, free-

dom meant a host of precious blessings to people who had 

been in bondage all their lives.

Experiencing Freedom >> The first impulse 

was to think of freedom as a contrast to slavery. Emanci-

pation immediately released slaves from the most oppres-

sive aspects of bondage—the whippings, the breakup 

of families, the sexual exploitation. Freedom also meant 

movement, the right to travel without a pass or white 

permission. Above all, freedom 

meant that African Americans’ labor 

would be for their own benefit. One 

Arkansas freedman, who earned his 

first dollar working on a railroad, 

recalled that when he was paid, “I felt 

like the richest man in the world.” 

Freedom included finding a new 

place to work. Changing jobs was 

one concrete way to break the psy-

chological ties of slavery. Even plant-

ers with reputations for kindness 

sometimes saw most of their former 

hands depart. The cook who left a 

South Carolina family, despite the 

off er of her higher wages than her 

The Republican party in the South had difficulty main-

taining unity. Scalawags were especially susceptible to the 

race issue and social pressure. “Even my own kinspeople 

have turned the cold shoulder to me because I hold office 

under a Republican administration,” testified a Mississippi 

white Republican. As black southerners pressed for greater 

recognition, white southerners increasingly defected to the 

Democrats. Carpetbaggers, in contrast, were less sensitive 

to race, although most felt that their black allies should be 

content with minor offices. The animosity between scala-

wags and carpetbaggers, which grew out of their rivalry 

for party honors, was particularly intense.

Reforms under the New State 
Governments >> The new southern state consti-

tutions enacted several significant reforms. They devised 

fairer systems of legislative representation and made 

many previously appointive offices elective. The Radical 

state governments also assumed some responsibility for 

social welfare and established the first statewide systems 

of public schools in the South. 

All the new constitutions proclaimed the principle of 

equality and granted black adult males the right to vote. 

On social relations they were much more cautious. No 

state outlawed segregation, and South Carolina and Louisi-

ana were the only ones that required integration in public 

schools (a mandate that was almost universally ignored). 

Sensitive to status, mulattoes pushed for prohibition of 

social discrimination, but white Republicans refused to 

adopt such a radical policy.

Economic Issues and Corruption >> 
With the southern economy in ruins at the end of the 

war, problems of economic reconstruction were severe. 

The new Republican governments encouraged industrial 

development by providing subsidies, loans, and even 

temporary exemptions from taxes. These governments 

also largely rebuilt the southern railroad system, off er-

ing lavish aid to railroad corporations. In the two decades 

after 1860, the region doubled its 

manufacturing establishments, 

yet the South steadily slipped 

further behind the booming 

industrial economy of the North.

The expansion of government 

services off ered temptations for 

corruption. Southern officials regu-

larly received bribes and kickbacks 

for awarding railroad charters, 

franchises, and other contracts. 

The railroad grants and new social 

services such as schools also left 

state governments in debt, even 

though taxes rose in the 1870s to 

four times the rate in 1860. 

^̂  During the decades before the Civil War, many 

slave families were split when individual slaves 

were sold to new masters. This Tennessee newspa-

per advertisement shows one way that freed people 

sought to deal with the consequences.
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these schools represented 10 percent or more of a labor-

er’s monthly wages, yet these schools were full. Eventu-

ally, states established public school systems, which by 

1867 enrolled 40 percent of African American children.

Black adults, who often attended night classes, had 

good reasons for seeking literacy. They wanted to be able 

to read the Bible, to defend their newly gained civil and 

political rights, and to protect themselves from being 

cheated. Both races saw that education would undermine 

the servility that slavery had fostered.

The teachers in the Freedmen’s Bureau schools were 

primarily northern middle-class white women sent south 

by northern missionary societies. “I feel that it is a pre-

cious privilege,” Esther Douglass wrote, “to be allowed to do 

something for these poor people.” Many saw themselves as 

peacetime soldiers, struggling to make emancipation a real-

ity. Indeed, hostile white southerners sometimes destroyed 

black schools and threatened and even murdered white 

teachers. Then there were the everyday challenges: low pay, 

run-down buildings, few books, classes of 100 or more chil-

dren. By 1869 most teachers in these Freedmen’s Bureau 

schools were black, trained by the bureau. 

Most slaves had attended white churches or services 

supervised by whites. Once free, African Americans 

quickly established their own congregations led by black 

preachers. Mostly Methodist and Baptist, black churches 

were the only major organizations in the African Ameri-

can community controlled by blacks themselves. A white 

missionary reported that “the Ebony preacher who prom-

ises perfect independence from White control and direc-

tion carried the colored heart at once.” Just as in slavery, 

new job, explained: “I must go. If I stays here I’ll never 

know I’m free.”

Symbolically, freedom meant having a full name. Afri-

can Americans now adopted last names, most commonly 

the name of the first master in the family’s oral history as 

far back as it could be recalled. Most, however, retained 

their first name, especially if the name had been given to 

them by their parents (as most often had been the case). 

Whatever the name, black Americans insisted on making 

the decision themselves.

The Black Family >> African Americans also 

sought to strengthen the family in freedom. Since slave 

marriages had not been recognized as legal, thousands 

of former slaves insisted on being married again by 

proper authorities, even though this was not required 

by law. Those who had been forcibly separated in slav-

ery and later remarried confronted the dilemma of which 

spouse to take. Laura Spicer, whose husband had been 

sold away in slavery, wrote him after the war seeking to 

resume their marriage. In a series of wrenching letters, 

he explained that he had thought her dead, had remar-

ried, and had a new family. “You know it never was our 

wishes to be separated from each other, and it never 

was our fault. I had rather anything to had happened 

to me most than ever have been parted from you and 

the children,” he wrote. “As I am, I do not know which 

I love best, you or Anna.” Declining to return, he closed, 

“Laura, truly, I have got another wife, and I am very sorry.” 

As in white families, black husbands deemed them-

selves the head of the family and acted 

legally for their wives. They often insisted 

that their wives would not work in the fields 

as they had in slavery. “The [black] women 

say they never mean to do any more outdoor 

work,” one planter reported, “that white men 

support their wives and they mean that their 

husbands shall support them.” In negotiating 

contracts, a father also demanded the right 

to control his children and their labor. All 

these changes were designed to insulate the 

black family from white control.

The Schoolhouse and the 
Church >> In freedom, the schoolhouse 

and the black church became essential insti-

tutions in the black community. “My Lord, 

Ma’am, what a great thing learning is!” a 

South Carolina freedman told a northern 

teacher. “White folks can do what they likes, 

for they know so much more than we.” At 

first, northern churches and missionaries, 

working with the Freedmen’s Bureau, set 

up black schools in the South. Tuition at 

^̂ After living for years in a society in which teaching slaves to read and write was usually 

illegal, freedpeople viewed literacy as a key to securing their newfound freedom. Blacks 

were not  merely ”anxious to learn,” a school offi  cial in Virginia reported, they were “crazy 

to learn.”
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sometimes intervened to protect freedpeople from 

unfair treatment, they also provided important help to 

planters. They insisted that black laborers not leave at 

harvesttime, they arrested those who violated their con-

tracts or refused to sign new ones at the beginning of 

the year, and they preached the need to be orderly and 

respectful. Given such attitudes, freedpeople increas-

ingly complained that Bureau agents were mere tools of 

the planter class. One observer reported: “Doing justice 

seems to mean seeing that the blacks don’t break con-

tracts and compelling them to submit cheerfully.”

The primary means of enforcing working condi-

tions were the Freedmen’s Courts, which Congress 

created in 1866 in order to avoid the discrimination 

African Americans received in state courts. These new 

courts functioned as military tribunals, and often the 

agent was the entire court. The sympathy black labor-

ers received varied from state to state. But since Con-

gress was opposed to creating any permanent welfare 

agency, it shut down the Bureau, and by 1872 it had 

gone out of business. Despite its mixed record, it was 

the most eff ective agency in protecting blacks’ civil and 

political rights. Its disbanding signaled the beginning 

of the northern retreat from Reconstruction.

Planters and a New Way of Life >> Plant-

ers and other white southerners faced emancipa-

tion with dread. “All the traditions and habits of both 

races had been suddenly 

overthrown,” a Tennes-

see planter recalled, “and 

neither knew just what 

to do, or how to accom-

modate themselves to the 

new situation.” Slavery 

had been a complex insti-

tution that welded black 

and white southerners 

together in intimate rela-

tionships. The old ideal 

of a paternalistic planter, 

which required blacks to 

act subservient and grate-

ful, gave way to an empha-

sis on strictly economic 

relationships. Only with 

time did planters develop 

new norms to judge black behavior. 

After the war, however, planters increasingly 

embraced the ideology of segregation. Since emancipa-

tion significantly reduced the social distance between 

the races, white southerners sought psychological sep-

aration and kept dealings with African Americans to 

a minimum. By the time Reconstruction ended, white 

planters had developed a new way of life based on the 

religion off ered African Americans a place of refuge in a 

hostile white world and provided them with hope, com-

fort, and a means of self-identification.

New Working Conditions >> As a largely 

propertyless class, blacks in the postwar South had no 

choice but to work for white landowners. Except for 

paying wages, whites wanted to retain the old system of 

labor, including close supervision, gang labor, and phys-

ical punishment. Determined to remove all emblems of 

servitude, African Americans refused to work under 

these conditions, and they demanded time off  to devote 

to their own interests. Because of shorter hours and 

the withdrawal of children and women from the fields, 

blacks’ output declined by an estimated 35 percent in 

freedom. They also refused to live in the old slave quar-

ters located near the master’s house and instead erected 

cabins on distant parts of the plantation. Wages initially 

were $5 or $6 a month plus provisions and a cabin; 

by 1867, they had risen to an average of $10 a month.

These changes eventually led to the rise of sharecrop-

ping. Under this arrangement African American fami-

lies farmed separate plots of land and then at the end of 

the year divided the crop, normally on an equal basis, 

with the white landowner. Sharecropping had higher 

status and off ered greater personal freedom than being 

a wage laborer. “I am not working for wages,” one black 

farmer declared in defending his right to leave the plan-

tation at will, “but am part 

owner of the crop and as 

[such,] I have all the rights 

that you or any other man 

has.” Although black per 

capita agricultural income 

increased 40 percent in 

freedom, sharecropping 

was a harshly exploitative 

system in which black 

families often sank into 

perpetual debt. 

The task of supervising 

the transition from slavery 

to freedom on southern 

plantations fell to the Freed-

men’s Bureau, a unique 

experiment in social policy 

supported by the federal 

government. Assigned the task of protecting freedpeople’s 

economic rights, approximately 550 local agents regulated 

working conditions in southern agriculture after the war. 

The racial attitudes of Bureau agents varied widely, as did 

their commitment and competence. 

Most agents required written contracts between 

white planters and black laborers, specifying wages 

and the conditions of employment. Although agents 

“‘All the traditions and 

habits of both races had been 

suddenly overthrown,’ a 

Tennessee planter recalled, 

‘and neither knew just 

what to do, or how to 

accommodate themselves to 

the new situation.’”
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County. But the black leader’s fearlessness made him 

a marked man. Only two months earlier, Caldwell had 

fled the county to escape an armed white mob. Despite 

threats against him, he had returned home to vote in the 

November state election. Now, as Caldwell and his “friend” 

raised their glasses in a holiday toast, a gunshot exploded 

through the window and Caldwell collapsed, mortally 

wounded. He was taken outside, where his assassins rid-

dled his body with bullets. He died alone in the street.

Charles Caldwell shared the fate of a number of black 

Republican leaders in the South during Reconstruction. 

Resorting to violence and terror, southern whites chal-

lenged the commitment of the federal government to 

sustaining Reconstruction. After Andrew Johnson was 

acquitted in May 1868 at his impeachment trial, the cru-

sading idealism of the Republican party began to wane. 

Ulysses S. Grant was hardly the cause of this change, but 

he certainly came to symbolize it.

institutions of sharecropping and segregation, and 

undergirded by a militant white supremacy. 

While most planters kept their land, they did not 

regain the economic prosperity of the prewar years. Cot-

ton prices began a long decline, and southern per capita 

income suff ered as a result. By 1880 the value of southern 

farms had slid 33 percent below the level of 1860.

the abandonment 
of reconstruction

On Christmas Day 1875 a white acquaintance approached 

Charles Caldwell in Clinton, Mississippi, and invited 

him to have a drink. A former slave, Caldwell was a state 

senator and the leader of the Republican party in Hinds 

^̂ The Fifteenth Amendment, ratifi ed in 1870, secured the right of African American males to vote as free 

citizens. In New York, black citizens paraded in support of Ulysses S. Grant for president (center). But citizen-

ship was only one component of what African Americans insisted were central aspects of their freedom. What 

other features of a free life does the poster champion?
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As corruption in both the North and the South wors-

ened, reformers became more interested in cleaning up 

government than in protecting black rights. Congress in 

1872 passed an amnesty act, allowing many more ex-Con-

federates to serve in southern governments. That same 

year liberal Republicans broke with the Republican party 

and nominated for president Horace Greeley, the editor 

of the New York Tribune. A one-time Radical, Greeley had 

become disillusioned with Reconstruction and urged a 

restoration of home rule in the South as well as adoption 

of civil service reform. Democrats decided to back the 

Liberal Republican ticket. The Republicans renominated 

Grant, who, despite the defection of a number of promi-

nent Radicals, won an easy victory. 

The Grant Administration >> In 1868 Grant 

was elected president—and Republicans were shocked. 

Their candidate, a great war hero, had won by a margin 

of only 300,000 votes. Furthermore, with an estimated 

450,000 black Republican votes cast in the South, a major-

ity of whites had voted Democratic. The election helped 

convince Republican leaders that an amendment secur-

ing black suff rage throughout the nation was necessary.

In February 1869 Congress sent the Fifteenth Amend-

ment to the states for ratification. It forbade any state 

to deny the right to vote on grounds of race, color, or 

previous condition of servitude. It did not forbid literacy 

and property requirements, as some Radicals wanted, 

because the moderates feared that only a conservative 

version of the amendment could be ratified. 

As a result, loopholes remained that even-

tually allowed 

southern states 

to disfranchise 

African Ameri-

cans. Furthermore, advocates of women’s 

suffrage such as Lucy Stone and Susan B. 

Anthony were bitterly disappointed when 

Congress refused to prohibit voting dis-

crimination on the basis of sex as well 

as race. The amendment was ratified in 

March 1870. 

As a general, Ulysses S. Grant’s quiet 

manner and well known resolution served 

him well. As president, he proved much less 

certain of his goals, and therefore less eff ec-

tive at corralling politicians than at maneu-

vering troops.

A series of scandals wracked his admin-

istration, so much so that “Grantism” soon 

became a code word in American politics for 

corruption, cronyism, and venality. Although 

Grant did not profit personally, he remained 

loyal to his friends and displayed little zeal 

to root out wrongdoing. Nor was Congress 

immune from the lowered tone of public life. 

In such a climate ruthless state machines, led 

by men who favored the status quo, came to 

dominate the party. 

disfranchisement denial of 
a citizen’s right to vote.

>> Grant swings from a trapeze while supporting a 

number of associates accused of corruption. Among 

those holding on are Secretary of the Navy George M. 

Robeson (top center), who was accused of accept-

ing bribes for awarding Navy contracts; Secretary of 

War William W. Belknap (top right), who was forced 

to resign for selling Indian post traderships; and the 

president’s private secretary, Orville Babcock (bottom 

right), who was implicated in the Whiskey Ring scan-

dal. Although not personally involved in the scandals 

during his administration, Grant was reluctant to 

dismiss from offi  ce supporters accused of wrongdoing.
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Growing Northern Disillusionment >> 
During Grant’s second term, Congress passed the Civil 

Rights Act of 1875, the last major piece of Reconstruction 

legislation. This law prohibited racial discrimination in 

public accommodations, transportation, places of amuse-

ment, and juries. At the same time, Congress rejected a 

ban on segregation in public schools, which was almost 

universally practiced in the North as well as the South. 

The federal government made little attempt to enforce 

the law, however, and in 1883 the Supreme Court struck 

down its provisions, except the one relating to juries. 

Despite passage of the Civil Rights Act, many north-

erners were growing disillusioned with Reconstruction. 

They were repelled by the corruption of the southern 

governments, they were tired of the violence and disor-

der that accompanied elections in the South, and they 

had little faith in black Americans. William Dodge, a 

wealthy New York capitalist and an influential Republi-

can, wrote in 1875 that the South could never develop its 

resources “till confidence in her state governments can be 

restored, and this will never be done by 

federal bayonets.” It had been a mistake, 

he went on, to make black southerners 

feel “that the United States government 

was their special friend, rather than those 

. . . among whom they must live and for 

whom they must work. We have tried this 

long enough,” he concluded. “Now let the 

South alone.”

As the agony of the war became more 

distant, the Panic of 1873, which pre-

cipitated a severe four-year depression, 

diverted public attention to economic 

issues. Battered by the panic and the 

corruption issue, the Republicans lost a 

shocking 77 seats in Congress in the 1874 

elections, and along with them control of 

the House of Representatives for the first 

time since 1861. 

“The truth is our people are tired 

out with the worn out cry of ‘Southern 

outrages’!!” one Republican concluded. 

“Hard times and heavy taxes make them 

wish the ‘ever lasting nigger’ were in hell 

or Africa.” More and more, Republicans 

spoke about cutting loose the unpopular 

southern governments.

The Triumph of White 
Supremacy >> Meanwhile, south-

ern Democrats set out to overthrow the 

remaining Radical governments. Already 

white Republicans in the South felt heavy 

pressure to desert their party. To poor 

after the fact

T
he costumes of Ku Klux Klan night riders—pointed hoods and white sheets—have 

become a staple of history books. In fact, not all the KKK wore costumes, and 

those who did sported a variety of outfi ts. But why use such outlandish, often 

elaborate disguises? To hide the identity of members, according to some accounts, or 

to terrorize freedpeople into thinking they were being menaced by Confederate ghosts. 

But clearly African Americans knew these were living, mortal enemies. Though simpler 

masks would have hidden identities, the guns that they brandished were far more fright-

ening than any “ghostly” robes.

One historian has suggested that the KKK performances took their cues from tradi-

tions already a part of American popular culture: the costumes of Mardi Gras and similar 

carnivals, as well as the humorous sketches 

of minstrel shows.  In behaving like min-

strel performers or carnival revelers, KKK 

members may have had other audiences 

in mind. Northerners who read accounts 

of their doings could be lulled into think-

ing that the repressive night rides were just 

humorous pranks, not a threat to Radical 

rule. For southern Democrats, KKK ritu-

als provided a way to reassert a sense of 

white supremacy. Klansmen might have 

been defeated in war, but their theatri-

cal night rides helped overturn the social 

order of Reconstruction, just as carousers 

at carnivals disrupted the night. The ritual 

garb provided more innocent cover for a 

campaign of intimidation that often turned 

deadly.

Minstrels, Carnivals, and 
Ghosts 

>> “Brute Might Makes 

Right. Shoot Suff rage 

to Death,” reads 

the sign above the 

fi gure. By the time this 

cartoon appeared in 

1879, terror tactics had 

“redeemed” the South 

for white Democrats.
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them. But terror and violence provided 

the most eff ective means to overthrow the 

radical regimes. A number of paramilitary 

organizations broke up Republican meet-

ings, terrorized white and black Republi-

cans, assassinated Republican leaders, and 

prevented black citizens from voting. The 

most notorious of these organizations was 

the Ku Klux Klan, along with similar groups 

functioned as an unofficial arm of the Dem-

ocratic party. 

What became known as the Mississippi 

Plan was inaugurated in 1875, when Dem-

ocrats decided to use as much violence as 

necessary to carry the state election. Local papers trum-

peted, “Carry the election peaceably if we can, forcibly if 

we must.” Recognizing that northern public opinion had 

grown sick of repeated federal intervention in southern 

elections, the Grant administration rejected the request 

of Republican governor Adelbert Ames for troops to stop 

the violence. Bolstered by terrorism, the Democrats swept 

the election in Mississippi. Violence and intimidation pre-

vented as many as 60,000 black and white Republicans 

from voting, converting the normal Republican major-

ity into a Democratic majority of 30,000. Mississippi 

had been “redeemed.” 

The Disputed Election of 1876 >> The 

1876 presidential election was crucial to the final 

overthrow of Reconstruction. The Republicans 

nominated Ohio governor Rutherford B. Hayes to 

oppose Samuel Tilden of New York. Once again, 

violence prevented an estimated quarter of a mil-

lion Republican votes from being cast in the South. 

Tilden had a clear majority of 250,000 in the pop-

ular vote, but the outcome in the Electoral Col-

lege was in doubt because both parties claimed 

South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana, the only 

reconstructed states still in Republican hands.

To arbitrate the disputed returns, Congress 

established a 15-member electoral commission. 

By a straight party vote of 8 to 7, the commission 

awarded the disputed electoral votes—and the 

presidency—to Hayes.

When angry Democrats threatened a 

filibuster to prevent the electoral votes from 

being counted, key Republicans met with south-

ern Democrats and reached an informal under-

standing, later known as the Compromise of 

1877. Hayes’s supporters agreed to withdraw 

federal troops from the South and not oppose 

the new Democratic state governments. For 

their part, southern Democrats dropped their 

opposition to Hayes’s election and pledged to 

respect African Americans’ rights. 

white southerners who lacked social standing, the Demo-

cratic appeal to racial solidarity off ered special comfort. 

The large landowners and other wealthy groups that led 

southern Democrats objected less to black southerners 

voting, since they were confident that if outside influences 

were removed, they could control the black vote. 

Democrats also resorted to economic pressure to 

undermine Republican power. In heavily black counties, 

newspapers published the names of black residents who 

cast Republican ballots and urged planters to discharge 

“Seeing that nothing but intimidation would enable 
them [the Democrats] to carry the election they 
resorted to it in every possible way . . . At Sulphur 
Springs they came very near precipitating a bloody 
riot by beating colored men over the heads with pis-
tols. . . . In Aberdeen . . . the colored men who had 
gathered . . . to vote were told if they did not leave 
town within fi ve minutes that the last man would be 
shot dead in his tracks, and that not a man could vote 
that day unless he voted the democratic ticket.”

“Seeing that nothing but intimidation would enable
them [the Democrats] to carry the election they

Mississippi Redeemers
witness
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But this was a struggle left to future reformers. For 

the time being, the clear trend was away from change or 

hope—especially for former slaves like Benjamin Mont-

gomery and his sons, the owners of the old Davis planta-

tions in Mississippi. In the 1870s bad crops, lower cotton 

prices, and falling land values undermined the Montgom-

erys’ financial position, and in 1875 Jeff erson Davis sued 

to have the sale of Brierfield invalidated. Following the 

overthrow of Mississippi’s Radical government, a white 

conservative majority of the court awarded Brierfield to 

Davis in 1878. The Montgomerys lost Hurricane as well.  

The waning days of Reconstruction were times fi lled 

with such ironies: of governments “redeemed” by violence, 

of Fourteenth Amendment rights being used by conserva-

tive courts to protect not black people but giant corpora-

tions, of reformers taking up other causes. Increasingly, 

the industrial North focused 

on an economic task: inte-

grating both the South and 

the West into the Union. 

In the case of both regions, 

northern factories sought to 

use southern and western 

raw materials to produce 

goods and to fi nd national 

markets for those products. 

Indeed, during the coming 

decades European nations 

also scrambled to acquire 

natural resources and mar-

kets. In the onrushing age 

of imperialism, Western nations would seek to dominate 

newly acquired colonies in Africa and Asia, with the same 

disregard for their “subject peoples” that was seen with 

African Americans, Latinos, and Indians in the United 

States.

Disowned by its northern supporters and unmourned 

by public opinion, Reconstruction was over.

chapter summary
Presidents Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Johnson and 

the Republican-dominated Congress each developed a 

program of Reconstruction to quickly restore the Confed-

erate states to the Union.

❚ Lincoln’s 10 percent plan required that 10 percent of 

qualified voters from 1860 swear an oath of loyalty to 

begin organizing a state government.

❚ Following Lincoln’s assassination, Andrew Johnson 

changed Lincoln’s terms and lessened Reconstruction’s 

requirements.

Without federal support, the last Republican southern 

governments collapsed, and 

Democrats took control of the 

remaining states of the Con-

federacy. By 1877, the entire 

South was in the hands of 

the Redeemers, as they called 

themselves. Reconstruction 

and Republican rule had 

come to an end.

Racism and the Failure of Reconstruction >> 
Reconstruction failed for a multitude of reasons. The 

reforming impulse behind the Republican party of the 

1850s had been battered and worn down by the war. The 

new materialism of indus-

trial America inspired a 

jaded cynicism in many 

Americans. In the South, 

African American voters and 

leaders inevitably lacked a 

certain amount of education 

and experience; elsewhere, 

Republicans were divided 

over policies and options.

Yet beyond these obsta-

cles, the sad fact remains 

that the ideals of Recon-

struction were most clearly 

defeated by a deep-seated 

racism that permeated American life. Racism stimulated 

white southern resistance, undercut northern support for 

black rights, and eventually made northerners willing to 

write off  Reconstruction, and with it the welfare of African 

Americans. Although Congress could pass a constitutional 

amendment abolishing slavery, it could not overturn at a 

stroke the social habits of two centuries.

With the overthrow of Reconstruction, the white 

South had won back some of the power it had lost in 

1865—but not all. In the longer term, the political equa-

tions of power had been changed. Even under redeemer 

governments, African Americans did not return to the 

social position they had occupied before the war. They 

were no longer slaves, and black southerners who walked 

dusty roads in search of family members, sent their chil-

dren to school, or worshiped in their own black churches 

knew what a momentous change this was. Even under 

the exploitative sharecropping system, black income 

rose significantly in freedom. Then, too, the guarantees 

of “equal protection” and “due process of law” had been 

written into the Constitution and would be available for 

later generations to use in championing once again the 

Radicals’ goal of racial equality.

“Even under redeemer 

governments, African 

Americans did not return 

to the social position 

they had occupied 

before the war.” 

Redeemers southern-
ers who came to power in 
southern state governments 
from 1875 to 1877, claiming 
to have “redeemed” the 
South from Reconstruction. 
The Redeemers looked to 
undo many of the changes 
wrought by the Civil War. 
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 ❚  They evidenced a widespread desire for land and 

education.

 ❚  Black resistance to the old system of labor led to the 

adoption of sharecropping.

 ❚  The Freedmen’s Bureau fostered these new working 

arrangements and also the beginnings of black edu-

cation in the South.

❚ Northern public opinion became disillusioned with 

Reconstruction during the presidency of Ulysses S. 

Grant.

❚ Southern whites used violence, economic coercion, 

and racism to overthrow the Republican state govern-

ments.

❚ In 1877 Republican leaders agreed to end Reconstruc-

tion in exchange for Rutherford B. Hayes’s election as 

president.

❚ Racism played a key role in the eventual failure of 

Reconstruction.

❚ The more radical Congress repudiated Johnson’s state 

governments and eventually enacted its own program 

of Reconstruction, which included the principle of 

black suff rage.

 ❚  Congress passed the Fourteenth and Fifteen Amend-

ments and also extended the life of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau, a unique experiment in social welfare.

 ❚  Congress rejected land reform, however, which 

would have provided the freedpeople with a greater 

economic stake.

 ❚  The eff ort to remove Johnson from office through 

impeachment failed.

❚ The Radical governments in the South, led by black and 

white southerners and transplanted northerners, com-

piled a mixed record on matters such as racial equality, 

education, economic issues, and corruption.

❚ Reconstruction was a time of both joy and frustration 

for former slaves.

 ❚  Former slaves took steps to reunite their families 

and establish black-controlled churches.

Signifi cant Events

Lincoln outlines 

Reconstruction 

program

Lincoln vetoes 

Wade-Davis bill; 

Louisiana, 

Arkansas, and 

Tennessee estab-

lish governments 

under Lincoln’s 

plan

Black codes 

enacted 

Freedmen’s Bureau estab-

lished; Johnson becomes 

president; presidential Recon-

struction completed; Congress 

excludes representatives of 

Johnson’s governments; Thir-

teenth Amendment ratifi ed; 

Joint Committee on Recon-

struction established

Civil rights bill passed over Johnson’s 

veto; Memphis and New Orleans ri-

ots; Fourteenth Amendment passes 

Congress; Ku Klux Klan organized; 

Tennessee readmitted to Congress; 

Republicans win decisive victory in 

congressional elections

Constitutional 

conventions in 

the South; Blacks 

vote in southern 

elections

Congressional 

Reconstruction 

enacted; Tenure of 

Offi  ce Act passed

Johnson impeached 

but acquitted; 

Fourteenth Amend-

ment ratifi ed; Grant 

elected president

1863 1864 1865–1866 1865 1866 1867–1868 1867 1868
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Additional Reading

Historians’ views of Reconstruction have dramatically 

changed over the past half century. Modern studies off er a 

more sympathetic assessment of Reconstruction and the 

experience of African Americans. Indicative of this trend 

is Eric Foner, Reconstruction (1988), and his briefer treat-

ment (with photographic essays by Joshua Brown) Forever 

Free: the Story of Emancipation and Reconstruction (2005). 

Michael Les Benedict treats the clash between Andrew 

Johnson and Congress in The Impeachment and Trial of 

Andrew Johnson (1973). Political aff airs in the South during 

Reconstruction are examined in Dan T. Carter, When the 

War Was Over (1985), and Thomas Holt, Black over White 

(1977), an imaginative study of black political leadership 

in South Carolina. Hans Trefousse, Thaddeus Stevens: 

Nineteenth-Century Egalitarian (1997), provides a sympa-

thetic reassessment of the infl uential Radical Republican.

Leon Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long (1979), sensi-

tively analyzes the transition of enslaved African Ameri-

cans to freedom. Heather Andrea Williams, Self-Taught: 

African American Education in Slavery and Freedom (2005), 

illustrates the black drive for literacy and education. James 

L. Roark, Masters without Slaves (1977), discusses former 

slaveholders’ adjustment to the end of slavery. The dialec-

tic of black-white relations is charted from the antebel-

lum years through Reconstruction and beyond in Steven 

Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in 

the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (2003). 

Two excellent studies of changing labor relations in south-

ern agriculture are Julie Saville, The Work of Reconstruction 

(1995), and John C. Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane 

Fields (2001). For contrasting views of the Freedman’s 

Bureau see George R. Bentley, A History of the Freedman’s 

Bureau (1955)—favorable—and Donald Nieman, To Set 

the Law in Motion (1979)—more critical. William Gillette, 

Retreat from Reconstruction, 1869–1879 (1980), focuses 

on national politics and the end of Reconstruction, while 

Michael Perman, The Road to Redemption (1984), looks at 

developments in the South.

General Amnesty 

Act; Freedmen’s 

Bureau closes 

down

Democrats win 

control of the House

Disputed Hayes-

Tilden election

Fifteenth Amend-

ment passes 

Congress

Civil Rights 

Act; Mississippi 

Plan

Compromise of 1877; Hayes 

declared winner of electoral vote; 

last Republican governments in 

South fall

Last southern 

states readmit-

ted to Con-

gress; Fifteenth 

Amendment 

ratifi ed

1872 1874 18761869 1875 18771870
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