
How could a nation torn apart by civil war put itself back together? That
was the question facing all Americans in 1865. In his second inaugural
address, Abraham Lincoln spoke of healing the wounds on both sides of
the conflict:

With malice [hatred] toward none; with charity for all; with
firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us
strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the
nation's wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the
battle, and for his widow and his orphan; to do all which
may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among
ourselves and with all nations.
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—Abraham Lincoln, Second Inaugural Address, March 1865

But Lincoln would not have the chance to put his plan into action. A
little more than a month after his inauguration, he was assassinated
while attending a play at Ford's Theater in Washington, D.C.
Northerners were deeply grieved by his murder. Young Caroline Cowles
Richards wrote in her diary, "I have felt sick over it all day and so has
every one that I have seen. All seem to feel as though they had lost a
personal friend, and tears flow plenteously."

Lincoln's assassin, an actor named John Wilkes Booth, believed he was
saving the Confederacy by murdering the president. Although few
Southerners rejoiced at Lincoln's death, many Northerners blamed the
South for his murder, as well as for the war. They wanted the South
punished.

With Lincoln gone, the task of bringing these two sides together fell to
his vice president, Andrew Johnson. A large part of healing the nation's
wounds would be to rebuild the devastated South. This undertaking,
called Reconstruction, was an enormous task. But it was also an
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enormous opportunity to extend the ideals of liberty, equality, and
opportunity to the almost 4 million African Americans who had just
been freed from slavery.

"The queerest character that ever occupied the White House"—that is
how one observer described Andrew Johnson. Certainly, Johnson's path
to the presidency was unusual. When the war broke out, Johnson was a
senator from Tennessee. Even though his state seceded, he kept his
senate seat—the only senator from a Southern state to do so. A lifelong
Democrat, Johnson was nonetheless nominated by Republicans to run
for vice president in 1864. True to his party roots, Johnson saw himself
as a champion of the common man. But though he condemned former
slaveholders as a "pampered, bloated, corrupted aristocracy," he had
little concern for former slaves. They would have no role in his plans for
reconstructing the South.

Johnson's Reconstruction Plan: A Smooth Return for Southern
States Fewer than two months after taking office, Johnson announced
his Reconstruction plan. A former Confederate state could rejoin the
Union once it had written a new state constitution, elected a new state
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government, repealed its act of secession, canceled its war debts, and
ratified the Thirteenth Amendment  to the Constitution. The first of
three Reconstruction-era amendments, the Thirteenth Amendment
abolished slavery. Republicans in Congress urged Johnson to add a
requirement that Southern states must grant freedmen the right to
vote. Johnson, however, resisted their pleas. "White men alone," he
insisted, "must manage the South."

Former Slaves Test Their New Freedom  As Presidential
Reconstruction got underway, former slaves were testing the meaning
of freedom. For many, it meant freedom to travel. Before emancipation,
slaves could not leave their homes without a travel pass from their
masters. Now they took to the road, often in search of loved ones who
had been sold in slavery times. For others, freedom meant the right to
wed, knowing that the marriage was not only legal but could also last
"until death do us part." "Weddings, just now, are very popular and
abundant among the colored people," wrote an army chaplain. "I have
married during the month twenty-five couples, mostly those who have
families, and have been living together for years."

Freedom also meant the right to pursue something else long denied to
slaves—an education. Freedmen flocked to schools set up by various
groups. Booker T. Washington, a freedman who became a leading
educator, observed,

It was a whole race trying to go to school. Few were too
young, and none too old, to make the attempt to learn. As
fast as any kind of teachers could be secured, not only
were day-schools filled, but night-schools as well. The great
ambition of the older people was to try to learn to read the
Bible before they died.

—Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery: An
Autobiography, 1901
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Along with education, freedmen were desperate to acquire land to
farm. During the war, Congressman Thaddeus Stevens had advocated
breaking up Southern plantations to give freed slaves "forty acres and a
mule" in return for their years of unpaid labor. "We have turned, or are
about to turn, loose four million slaves without a hut to shelter them or
a cent in their pockets," he argued. "If we do not furnish them with
homesteads . . . we had better have left them in bondage." Congress,
however, refused to implement Stevens's plan, arguing that to take
planters' land without payment would violate their property rights.

Before the end of the war, the Union government had established the
Freedmen's Bureau to assist former slaves and poor whites living in
the South. The bureau provided food, clothing, education, and medical
care. It also gave legal assistance to former slaves and acted as a court
of law in some situations. But its attempts to solve the problem of
farmland for freedmen were thwarted by Johnson, who pardoned former
Confederates and returned the land to them.

Black Codes Restrict the Freedom of Former Slaves  As new
Southern governments were formed, Johnson withdrew Union troops
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from the South. Many Northerners did not share Johnson's willingness to
let the South reconstruct itself. Congressman Benjamin Flanders
warned of former Confederate leaders: "Their whole thought and time
will be given to plans for getting things back as near to slavery as
possible."

Sadly, Flanders was right. Across the South, state legislatures passed
black codes—laws intended to restrict the freedom and opportunities
of African Americans. The black codes served three purposes. The first
was to spell out the rights of African Americans. They could own
property, work for wages, marry, and file lawsuits. But other civil
rights, or rights of citizenship, such as the right to vote or to serve on
juries, were denied them. The second purpose was to ensure a
workforce for planters who had lost their slaves. The codes required
freedmen to sign yearly labor contracts each January. Those who did
not could be arrested and sent to work for a planter.

The final purpose of the black codes was to maintain a social order in
the South that limited the upward mobility of African Americans. The
codes barred blacks from any jobs but farm work and unskilled labor,
making it impossible for them to rise economically or to start their own
businesses. Such restrictions led a Northern journalist touring the South
to write,

The whites seem wholly unable to comprehend that
freedom for the negro means the same thing as freedom
for them. They readily enough admit that the Government
has made him free, but appear to believe that they still
have the right to exercise over him the same old control.

—Sidney Andrews, Atlantic Monthly, 1866

By the end of 1865, every Southern state had formed a new
government. The Thirteenth Amendment had been added to the
Constitution. In President Andrew Johnson's view, Reconstruction was
over. After looking at the black codes enacted across the South, many
in the North disagreed with Johnson. One Republican newspaper wrote,

We tell the white men of Mississippi that the men of the
North will convert the state of Mississippi into a frog pond
before they will allow such laws to disgrace one foot of soil
in which the bones of our soldiers sleep and over which the
flag of freedom waves.

—Chicago Tribune, December 1865
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Radical Republicans Challenge Johnson's Reconstruction  When
Congress met in December 1865, many lawmakers were of the opinion
that Reconstruction had hardly begun. A group of Radical
Republicans, led by Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner, were
especially critical of Johnson's plan. The Radicals had been abolitionists
before the war. Now they were determined to reconstruct the nation on
the basis of equal rights for all. Their commitment to racial equality put
them on a collision course with the president.

Early in 1866, the Radical Republicans joined with more moderate
lawmakers to enact two bills designed to help former slaves. The first
extended the life of the Freedmen's Bureau beyond its original one-year
charter and gave the bureau greater powers. The second, the Civil
Rights Act of 1866, took direct aim at the black codes. It declared that
African Americans were entitled to "equal benefit of all laws . . . enjoyed
by white citizens."

To Congress's surprise, President Johnson vetoed both bills. The
continuation of the Freedmen's Bureau, he argued, was too costly and
would encourage freedmen to lead a "life of indolence [laziness]." He
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rejected the Civil Rights Act as a violation of states' rights. In one of his
veto messages, Johnson claimed to be representing the will of the
people. "This [claim] is modest," quipped one Republican, "for a man
made president by an assassin."

Republicans gathered the two-thirds majority in each house needed to
override Johnson's veto of the Civil Rights Act. This was the first time in
American history that a major piece of legislation became law over a
president's veto. Next, they enacted a new Freedmen's Bureau bill.
When Johnson vetoed it, Congress overrode his action once again.

To further protect the rights of freedmen, Congress passed the
Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution. The basic principle
underlying this amendment, Stevens said, was that state laws "shall
operate equally upon all." The amendment reversed the Dred Scott
decision by defining "all persons born or naturalized in the United
States" as citizens. It further prohibited any state from denying its
citizens "due process" or "the equal protection of the laws."

The Fourteenth Amendment became a major issue in the election of
1866. President Johnson toured the North, making fiery speeches
against the amendment and its Republican supporters. His tour did the
president more harm than good. Republicans won a veto-proof, two-
thirds majority in both houses of Congress. From that point on,
Congress would control Reconstruction.
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Congress Puts the South Under Military Rule  In 1867, Congress
laid out its plan for Reconstruction in a series of laws known as the
Reconstruction Acts. These acts outlined a process for admitting
Southern states back into the Union. The South was to be divided into
five districts, each controlled by federal troops. Election boards in each
state would register male voters—both black and white—who were
loyal to the Union. Southerners who had actively supported the
Confederacy would not be allowed to vote. The voters would elect
conventions to write new state constitutions. The constitutions had to
grant African Americans the right to vote. The voters would then elect
state legislatures, which were required to ratify the Fourteenth
Amendment.

In addition, Congress enacted two laws designed to keep Johnson from
interfering with its Reconstruction plan. The Command of the Army Act
limited the president's power as commander in chief of the army. The
Tenure of Office Act barred the president from firing certain federal
officials without the "advice and consent" of the Senate.

President Johnson Faces Impeachment President Johnson blasted
both of these laws as unconstitutional restrictions on his power. To
prove his point, he fired Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, a Radical
Republican appointed to office by President Lincoln. Two days later, the
House of Representatives voted to impeach Johnson for violating the
Tenure of Office Act. The House further charged that "Andrew Johnson
had brought the high office of the President of the United States into
contempt, ridicule, and disgrace, to the great scandal of all good
citizens." Johnson then faced trial in the Senate. If two thirds of the
senators found him guilty of any charge, he would be removed from
office.

During his Senate trial, the president's lawyers argued that Johnson's
only "crime" had been to oppose Congress. Were he to be removed for
that reason, "no future President will be safe who happens to differ with
a majority of the House and . . . Senate." They also quietly spread the
word that if acquitted, Johnson would no longer oppose Congressional
Reconstruction. When the votes were cast, Johnson escaped removal by
a vote of 36 to 25, just one vote short of the two-thirds majority
required.
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White Southerners were shocked by the return of federal troops to the
South under the Reconstruction Acts. Having complied with Johnson's
plan, they believed that Reconstruction was over. Black Southerners,
however, were elated. For months, freedmen had been organizing to
fight discrimination. "We simply ask," one group declared in a petition
to Congress, "that the same laws that govern white men shall govern
black men." As election boards began registering voters across the
South in 1867, it seemed their pleas had been heard.

The South's New Voters: Freedmen, Scalawags, and
Carpetbaggers With former Confederates barred from registering, the
right to vote was limited to three groups. The largest was freedmen,
who had never voted before. Most of them joined the Republican Party,
which they saw as the party of Lincoln and emancipation.

The next largest group consisted of white Southerners who had
opposed secession. Many were poor farmers who also had never voted
before. Because they viewed the Democratic Party as the party of
secession, they, too, registered as Republicans. Southern Democrats,
who viewed these new Republicans as traitors to the South, scorned

R E C O N S T R U C T I O N 

Level: A  2019 Teachers' Curriculum Institute



them as "scalawags," or worthless scoundrels. The last group of voters
was made up of Northerners, most of them former soldiers, who were
attracted to the South after the war. Yankee-hating Southerners called
them "carpetbaggers," a term for a piece of luggage travelers often
carried. They despised carpetbaggers as fortune hunters who invaded
the South to profit from the misfortunes of Southerners.

The newly registered voters cast their first ballots in the 1868
presidential election. The Republican candidate for president was the
Union war hero Ulysses S. Grant. He supported Congressional
Reconstruction and promised to protect the rights of freedmen in the
South. His democratic opponent, Horatio Seymour, promised to end
Reconstruction and return the South to its traditional leaders—white
Democrats.

The election was marred by violence in several Southern states. A white
Republican in Georgia wrote, "We cannot vote without all sorts of
threats and intimidations. Freedmen are shot with impunity [no
punishment]." Even so, the Republican Party swept every Southern
state except for Louisiana and Georgia, where attacks on Republicans
had made campaigning impossible. Nationwide, Seymour won a
majority of white votes. Grant, however, won the popular vote with the
help of half a million black voters. For Republicans, the lesson of the
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election was clear: Their party needed the black vote in order to remain
in power.

Grant's victory helped persuade Congress to pass the last of the
Reconstruction amendments. The Fifteenth Amendment  states that
"the right of citizens . . . to vote shall not be denied or abridged [limited]
by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or
previous condition of servitude." "Nothing in all history," wrote
abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, equaled "this wonderful, quiet,
sudden transformation of four millions of human beings from . . . the
auction-block to the ballot box."

New State Governments Begin to Rebuild the South  Across the
South, voters chose delegates—about one fourth of them African
Americans—to state constitutional conventions. These delegates wrote
constitutions that not only banned racial discrimination but also
guaranteed blacks the right to vote and to hold public office. Elections
were then held to form governments. To the dismay of white
Democrats, a majority of those elected were Republicans and about a
fifth of them freedmen. The new governments quickly ratified the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments, the last step of the
Reconstruction process. By 1870, every Southern state had been
readmitted to the Union.

The most enduring accomplishment of these Reconstruction
governments was the creation of the South's first public, tax-supported
school systems. At first, whites stayed away rather than mix with
blacks. To attract white students, most states segregated their schools
by race, even where doing so was prohibited by law. Segregation—the
forced separation of races in public places—was not the rule in other
areas of life. In fact, several of the Reconstruction governments
outlawed segregation in transportation, places of entertainment, and
other businesses. But these laws were hard to enforce.
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The South's Economic Recovery Remains Slow The new state
governments undertook ambitious programs to strengthen the
Southern economy. They hoped economic growth would alleviate
poverty and racial tensions. Unfortunately, money intended to rebuild
roads and bridges and to expand railroads often fell into the hands of
corrupt government officials. Although industry and trade led to the
rebirth of some Southern cities, most of the South remained dependent
on agriculture.

The plight of Southern farmers became increasingly desperate. The
South was still suffering the staggering costs of the war. During the
conflict, many whites had lost all they had—their homes, farms, and
businesses. Taxes and debts led some to sell their land. Even once-
wealthy planters were struggling. They had land but no money to hire
workers to produce crops. Many planters divided their land into small
plots that they rented to workers who would grow crops, a system
known as tenant farming. In some cases, tenant farmers would pay a
share of their crop as rent instead of cash.

At first, sharecropping looked promising to both black and white
landless farmers. They hoped that in time they would earn enough
money to buy land for themselves. In reality, these farmers often
experienced a new form of bondage: debt. Most sharecroppers had to
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borrow money from planters to buy the food, tools, and supplies they
needed. Few ever earned enough from the sale of their crops to repay
these debts. As a result, sharecropping usually led to a life of debt
peonage rather than one of economic independence. Under this
system, debtors were forced to work for the person they owed money
to until they paid off their debts. "We make as much cotton and sugar
as we did when we were slaves," noted one Texas sharecropper, "and it
does us as little good now as it did then."

The South's experiment with Reconstruction governments was short.
Thomas Miller, a black lawmaker in South Carolina, would later recall,

We were eight years in power. We had built schoolhouses,
established charitable institutions, built and maintained the
penitentiary system, provided for the education of the deaf
and dumb . . . rebuilt the bridges and reestablished the
ferries. In short, we had reconstructed the state and placed
it on the road to prosperity.

—Thomas Miller
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Former Confederates, however, saw this period of biracial government
quite differently. For them, it was a time of struggle to return the South
to "white man's rule."

White Resistance to Reconstruction Most Southern whites refused
to support Reconstruction governments for a number of reasons. Many
considered the governments illegal, because so many former
Confederates had been prevented from voting or running for office.
Others were angry at the governments for raising taxes to pay for
schools and other improvements. Some had even lost their land when
they were unable to pay taxes on it. Still others were upset by the
corruption in the new governments.

Underlying all of these complaints was the fact that most Southern
whites could not accept the idea of former slaves voting and holding
office. Many were white supremacists who believed in the superiority of
the white race. The most radical turned to violence, forming terrorist
groups with names like the White Brotherhood and the Knights of the
White Camelia. Members of the best-known terror group, the Ku Klux
Klan, had to swear that they were "opposed to negro equality, both
social and political." These groups terrorized blacks and white
Republicans to keep them from voting. Their tactics included the
burning of African American schools, attacks on Freedmen's Bureau
officials, and even outright murder.
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Northerners Grow Tired of Reconstruction  In 1870 and 1871,
Congress took action to end the wave of terror by passing the
Enforcement Acts. These laws made it a federal crime to deprive
citizens of their civil rights. President Grant sent federal marshals into
the South to crush the terror groups. These officials arrested hundreds
of men and sent a few to prison. The result was a temporary reduction
in terrorism.

After passage of the Enforcement Acts, however, Northerners seemed
to lose interest in reconstruction of the South. In 1872, Congress closed
the Freedmen's Bureau. That same year, it passed an amnesty act. This
act granted amnesty, or a general pardon, to most former
Confederates, allowing them to vote and hold office once again. Even
President Grant had grown tired of the South and its problems. In 1875,
the governor of Mississippi asked Grant for help in protecting
freedmen's voting rights during the state's November election. Grant
refused the request by saying, "The whole public are tired out with
these annual autumnal [election season] outbreaks in the South."

By this time, Grant had other things to worry about. Leading members
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of his administration had been accused of corruption. The economy had
crashed. Moreover, a new generation of Republican leaders had come
to power and recognized that voters in the North no longer cared about
Reconstruction.

The Election of 1876 Brings an End to Reconstruction  President
Grant did not run for reelection in 1876. Instead, the Republicans
nominated Ohio's Rutherford B. Hayes, a former Union general. The
Democratic candidate for president was New York governor Samuel
Tilden, a crusader for clean government. Tilden won the popular vote,
but his 184 electoral votes were one shy of the 185 needed to win.

The electoral votes of South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana were
disputed. Republican leaders claimed that Hayes won the most votes in
those states. Democrats said Tilden won more votes. With no clear
resolution, the election went to the House of Representatives.

After weeks of secret dealing, leaders of both parties in the House
arrived at an agreement known as the Compromise of 1877. Under this
agreement, Hayes received the electoral votes from the three disputed
states and became president. In return, he agreed to name a
Southerner to his cabinet, remove the last remaining federal troops
from the South, and give federal aid to Southern railroad construction.
Much of the deal fell apart after Hayes took office, but the troops were
removed, and Reconstruction was officially over.
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African Americans Lose Ground Under Redeemer Governments
By the time Reconstruction ended, white supremacists calling
themselves Redeemers had regained power in every Southern state.
Their goal was to redeem, or save, the South by returning it to "white
man's rule." "The whole South," commented a freedman, "had got into
the hands of the very men who held us as slaves."

Once in office, the Redeemers reversed improvements made in
education by cutting spending for public schools. As the governor of
Virginia explained, "Schools are a luxury . . . to be paid for, like any
other luxury, by the people who wish their benefits." As public funding
dried up, schools either closed their doors or began to charge fees. By
the 1880s, only about half of all black children in the South attended
school.

The Redeemers put even more effort into reversing the political gains
made by freedmen during Reconstruction. Many states passed laws
requiring citizens who wanted to vote to pay a poll tax. The tax was set
high enough to make voting, like schooling, a luxury most blacks could
not afford. Some states also required potential voters to pass a literacy
test. The tests were made so difficult that almost nobody could pass,
no matter how well educated.
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In theory, poll taxes and literacy tests applied equally to both black and
white citizens, as required by the Fifteenth Amendment. In practice,
however, whites were excused from both by a grandfather clause
inserted in voting laws. This clause exempted citizens whose ancestors
had voted before January 1, 1867. Because no African Americans could
vote in the South before that day, the grandfather clause applied only
to whites.

The Redeemer governments also reversed laws that had outlawed
segregation in public places. New legislation drew a "color line"
between blacks and whites in public life. Whites called these new acts
Jim Crow laws , an insulting reference to a black character in a popular
song. African Americans were not allowed to sit with whites in buses or
rail cars. Restaurants and other businesses served whites only or
served black customers separately. These are just a few of the
examples of how blacks were discriminated against.

African Americans Struggle to Protect Their Rights  Blacks
resisted attacks on their rights in many ways. The boldest protested
openly. This put them at risk of being lynched—killed by hanging—by
white mobs.

Homer Plessy, a black man arrested for sitting in a whites-only railroad
car in Louisiana, looked to the courts for help. Plessy argued that Jim
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Crow laws violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment. In 1896, his case, Plessy vs Ferguson , reached the
Supreme Court. The majority of the justices ruled that segregation was
constitutional as long as the facilities provided to blacks were equal to
those provided to whites. This "separate but equal" doctrine was soon
applied to almost every aspect of life in the South. However, the
facilities set apart for African Americans in Southern states were
seldom equal to those labeled "whites only."

Some African Americans chose to move to the North rather than endure
the humiliation of forced segregation. Most African Americans,
however, remained in the South and got by as best they could. With
participation in politics closed to them, they focused on their families,
churches, and communities. The majority farmed for a living, often as
sharecroppers or tenant farmers. A growing number of African
Americans started their own businesses. The number of black-owned
businesses in the South soared from 2,000 in 1865 to nearly 25,000 by
1903.

African Americans also banded together to build schools and colleges
for their children. By 1900, more than a million and a half black children
were attending school. As a result, literacy rates for Southern blacks
rose from near zero to 50 percent. The South's new black colleges
offered vocational training in such fields as farming and carpentry, as
well as professional training in law, medicine, and teaching.

For the next half century, segregation would rule life in the South. But
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments, with their promise of equal
rights, were not completely forgotten. In time, they would be
reawakened as part of a new struggle for racial equality.

The Reconstruction era lasted from 1865 to 1877. During these
years, biracial governments were established across the South.
These governments expanded the rights and opportunities of
former slaves. But when Reconstruction ended, the South
returned to "white man's rule."

Reconstruction amendments During Reconstruction, three
amendments were added to the Constitution. The Thirteenth
Amendment outlawed slavery, the Fourteenth Amendment made
former slaves citizens, and the Fifteenth Amendment gave African
American men the right to vote.

Presidential Reconstruction In 1865, President Johnson allowed the
Southern states to reconstruct themselves. Most enacted black codes
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that severely restricted the rights of former slaves.

Congressional Reconstruction Congress took control of
Reconstruction in 1867. Federal troops were sent to the South to
oversee the establishment of state governments that were more
democratic.

Reconstruction governments The South's first biracial state
governments established a public school system and outlawed racial
segregation. But these governments were bitterly opposed by white
terrorist groups like the Ku Klux Klan.

Jim Crow laws  Reconstruction ended as part of the Compromise of
1877. Once Democrats regained control of the state governments in the
South, they passed Jim Crow laws that segregated blacks from whites in
public life. In 1896, the Supreme Court ruled in Plessy vs Ferguson that
segregation was constitutional under the doctrine of "separate but
equal."
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