RECONSTRUCTION

The Economic Problems of Peace:
     Financial problems loomed large.  The national debt had shot up from a modest $65 million in 1860 to nearly $3 billion in 1865.  At the same time, war taxes had to be reduced to a less burdensome level.

     Physical devastation inflicted by invading armies, chiefly in the South and Border States, had to be repaired.  What was to be done with approximately 4 million black slaves suddenly being plunged into the cold bath of freedom?  Were the seceded states to be brought back into the Union on the old basis, and if so, with or without punishment?  What of the captured Confederate ringleaders, all of who were liable of charges of treason?  Jefferson Davis was temporarily clapped into irons during the early days of his two year imprisonment.  But he and his fellow “conspirators” were finally released.  All rebel leaders were finally pardoned by President Johnson as a Christmas present in 1868.

Potential Foreign Problems with France & Britain:

     During the Civil War, Napoleon III had enthroned an Austrian tool, the “Archduke” Maximilian, on the ruins of a crushed Mexican republic – in violation of the Monroe Doctrine.  By 1867 Napoleon realized that his costly gamble was doomed.  He reluctantly took “French leave” of his ill-starred puppet, who crumpled before a Mexican firing squad.

     Embittered relations with England continued as Northerners nursed vengeful memories of British sympathy of the Confederates.  Hatred of England was especially strong among the Irish-Americans, many of them Civil War veterans.

The Prostrate South:
     War had everywhere left its searing mark on social institutions.  Churches were battered and dilapidated.  The education system was in chaos.  Economic life had creaked to a halt.  Factories were smokeless.  The transportation system had broken down completely.  Efforts to untwist the rails corkscrewed by Sherman’s soldiers were bumpily unsatisfactory.  (A “Jeff Davis Necktie” was a twisted iron rail after having been heated in a Yankee bonfire.  Often times put around a tree.)  Agriculture the economic lifeblood of the South – was almost hopelessly crippled.  Seed was scarce, livestock had been driven off by plundering Yankees, and black labor had taken off to enjoy their new found freedom.  Pathetic instances were reported of men hitching themselves to plows, while women and children gripped the handles.

Unfettered Freedmen:
     The ordinary ex-slave, freed by the war and the 13th Amendment, suffered from a painful predicament.  A “grapevine” rumor had spread among the blacks that on a given day the Washington government would present each family with “forth acres and a mule.”  White swindlers would sell for five dollars a set of red, white, and blue pegs, with which the trusting black had only to stake out his acreage.  Quickly disillusioned, he was left with few acres and no mule.

      For many blacks, the war changed little.  They worked at the same jobs for the same “massa,” receiving pittance wages instead of the “free” lodgings and food of the slave system.  But tens of thousands naturally took to the roads.

A Dethroned but Defiant Aristocracy: 
     The planter aristocrats were virtually ruined by the war.  They were confronted with damaged or burned mansions, lost investments, and semi-worthless land.  In addition their slaves, once worth about $2 billion, had been freed in one of the costliest confiscation’s of history.  Several thousand southern planters departed for the Far West, or for Mexico and Brazil.

     A kind of curious economic leveling took place, with the rich leveled down and the poor partially leveled up.  Yet many southerners remained defiant of the North.

A song sun by them was:

     I’m glad I fought agin her,  I only wish we’d won,

     And I ain’t axed any pardon for anything I’ve done.

Black Codes in the Black South: 
     The freedmen were largely unskilled, unlettered, without property or capital, and without even the knowledge of how to survive in a free society.  To cope with this problem throughout the conquered South, Congress created the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865.  It was to provide food, clothing, and education both to white refugees and to freedmen.  It was also authorized to distribute up to 40 acres of abandoned or confiscated land to every adult male.

     In practice, the Bureau met with scant success.  But it did teach an estimated 200,000 black folk the elements of reading.  Many ex-slaves had a passion for learning, partly because they wanted to close the gap between themselves and the whites, and partly because they longed to read the Word of God.  It was said that at times there were five generations of the same family sitting on the same pew learning to read together.  But the Bureau redistributed virtually no land, and its local administrators often yielded to white sentiment.  Yet the white South resented the Bureau.

     White Southern legislatures had their own ideas about how to handle the Freedmen, and in 1865 and 1866 they enacted the iron-toothed Black Codes.  The Black Codes were aimed, first of all, at insuring a stable labor supply.

     Severe penalties were thus imposed by the codes on blacks who “jumped” their labor contracts.  The ex-slave could be made to forfeit their back wages, or could be forcibly dragged back to work by a paid “Negro-catcher.”  In Mississippi the captured freedman could be fined and then hired out to pay off his fine…an arrangement that closely resembled slavery itself.

     Freedom itself was legally recognized, as were some lesser privileges, such as the right to marry.  But all the codes forbade a black to serve on a jury;  some even barred blacks from renting or leasing land.  A black could be punished for “idleness” by being sentenced to work on the chain gang.

     Thousands of impoverished ex-slaves slipped into the status of share crop farmers.  The Black Codes naturally left a painful impression on the North.  Had not the Boys in Blue spilled their blood in vain?  Had the North really won the War?

Johnson:   The Tailor President 

     Destiny thrust Johnson into the Vice-Presidency.  Lincoln’s Union party in 1864 needed to attract support from the War Democrats and other pro-Southern elements, and Johnson, a Democrat, seemed to be the ideal man.  He was a dogmatic champion of States’ Rights and the Constitution.  He would often present a copy of the document to visitors, and he was buried with one as a pillow.  He was not at home in a Republican White House.  Hot headed, contentious, and stubborn, he was the wrong man in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Lenient Johnsonian Justice: 
     Upon Lincoln’s death, his hatred of the “stuck-up” planter aristocrats again flared forth, and he threatened to reconstruct the South with fire and hemp.  Applause burst from Republicans, especially from the Radical Republicans, who condemned Lincoln’s go-slow abolition policy.  They were determined to reconstruct the south “Radically”.  Some of them were secretly pleased when the assassin’s bullet removed Lincoln, for the martyred President had shown tenderness toward the South.  But within a few weeks Johnson left his hard stance and veered toward Lincoln’s “rosewater” – 10% plan.  Lincoln had decreed in 1863 that, as a first step, a group of voters equal to 1/10th of the voting population of any Southern state in 1860 must take the oath of allegiance to the U.S.  Then erection of a new state government under a constitution which accepted the abolition of slavery could be created.  Lincoln would then recognize this government.

     Several conquered Southern states had already done this by 1864.  But Congress flatly refused to seat their duly elected representatives.  The plan then adopted by Johnson in 1865 rather resembled Lincoln’s 10% scheme, in some respects it was even more generous.

1. It disfranchised certain leading Confederates, including those with taxable property worth more than $20.000.

2. It also required that a state repeal the ordinances of secession.

3. The state must repudiate all Confederate debts, and

4. Ratify the slave-freeing 13th Amendment.

Republican Radicals in the Saddle: 

     When Congress convened in Dec. 1865, scores of distinguished Southerners were on hand to claim their seats.  The appearance of these ex-rebels was a natural but costly blunder by the South.  Among the delegations elected to Congress were 4 former Confederate generals, 5 Colonels, and various members of the Richmond Cabinet and Congress.  Worst of all, there was the 90 pound Alexander Stephens, former Vice-President of the Confederacy, still under indictment for treason.  The Republicans refused to allow them to take their seats in Congress and shut the doors on them.

     A new problem facing the Radical Republicans was that a restored South would be stronger than ever in Congress.  Now that the Blacks were no longer 3/5 of a person, the South would be entitled to 12 more votes in Congress than they had previous to the war.  With this new strength Southerners might lower the high war tariffs, restrict the new industrial monopolies, repeal the free-farm Homestead Act, and curtail the lavish grants of land to the railroads.

    Fearing such disasters, the Radical Republicans found a potent trump card – the black vote.  If they could give the ballot to the ex-slave and induce him to vote Republican, they would hold a powerful hand.  Republican agitation for black suffrage was prompted by both idealistic and selfish motives.

Johnson Clashes with Congress: 
     On what terms should the seceded states now be readmitted?  Lincoln and Johnson agreed – that the Southern states had never legally withdrawn from the Union.  Their formal restoration would therefore be relatively simple.  But the Radicals insisted that the seceders had forfeited all their rights – had committed “suicide” – and could  be readmitted only as “conquered provinces” on such conditions as Congress should decree.

     Most powerful of the Radical Republicans was Congressman Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania, then 74 years old.  A devoted friend of the blacks, he had defended runaway slaves without fee and, before dying, insisted on burial in a black cemetery.  His hatred of the South, already violent, was intensified when Confederate cavalry raiders pillaged and burned his Pennsylvania ironworks.  Led by Stevens, the Republicans denied the Southern members seats in Congress, but also set up the  Joint (House-Senate) Committee on Reconstruction.

     A clash between the high-riding Radicals and the strong-willed Johnson was inevitable.  On February 1866, the President vetoed a bill (later re-passed) to extend the life of the controversial Freedmen’s Bureau.  He stubbornly regarded the measure as an unconstitutional invasion of the rights of the Southern states.  The helpless President, dubbed “Sir Veto” and “Andy Veto,” was reduced to a partial figurehead as Congress assumed the dominant role in running the government.  One critic called Johnson “the dead dog of the White House.”

     The Radicals now undertook to rivet the principles of the Civil Rights Bill into the Constitution as the 14th Amendment.  It:

1. Conferred civil rights (but not the vote) on the blacks.

2. Reduced proportionately the representation of a state in Congress and in the Electoral College if it denied the blacks the ballot.

3. Disqualified from federal and state office ex-Confederates who as federal officeholders had once taken an oath “to support the Constitution of the United States.”

4. Guaranteed the federal debt, while repudiating all Confederate debts.

Though highly objectionable to the white Southerners, Black suffrage had not yet been forced on them – but they would give up considerable political power if they did not adopt it voluntarily.

     The Radicals insisted that the Southern states ratify the amendment as a condition for re-admittance to Congress.  The crucial congressional elections of 1866 were fast approaching.  Johnson was eager to secure a majority favorable to his soft-on-the-South policy in Congress.  He therefore undertook his famous “Swing around the Circle”, tour beginning in the late summer of 1866.  The President delivered a series of “give ‘em hell” speeches, in which he accused the Radicals in Congress of having planned large scale anti-black riots and murder in the South.  As he spoke, hecklers hurled insults at him.  Reverting to his stump speaking days in Tennessee, he shouted back angry retorts, amid cries of “You be damned” and “Don’t get mad, Andy.”  The dignity of his high office sank to a new low.

     As a vote-getter, Johnson was highly successful for the opposition.  His inept speechmaking heightened the cry “Stand by Congress”.  When the ballots were counted, the Radicals had rolled up more than 2/3 majority in both Houses of Congress.  The setback at the polls merely widened the gap between the determined Radicals and the stiff-necked Southerners.  All Southern states, except Tennessee, defiantly spurned the 14th Amendment.

Reconstruction by the Sword: 
     Radicals in Congress now felt fully justified in imposing on the South the drastic Military Reconstruction Act of March 2, 1867.

1. It set up 5 military districts, each commanded by a Union general and policed by blue-clad soldiers, about 20,.000 in all.  (See Transparency)
2. It disfranchised additional tens of thousands of Southern white leaders.

3. Congress additionally laid down stringent conditions for the readmission of a seceded state.  It must ratify the 14th Amendment, thus giving the ex-slave their rights as citizens.

4. The Southerners must guarantee in their state constitutions full suffrage for their former slaves.  On result was the election of more than a dozen black congressmen, including 2 Senators, who as a group did creditable work. 

The Radical Republicans were still worried.  Once the unrepentant Southern states were readmitted, they  would amend their Constitutions so as to withdraw the ballot from the blacks.  The only safeguard was to incorporate black suffrage into the Federal Constitution.  Three years later in 1869 the 15th Amendment was passed by Congress and ratified by the states in 1870.

     Military Reconstruction of the South was thus launched in 1867.  Congress not only usurped certain functions of the President as commander-in-chief, but it set up a questionable martial regime.  The Supreme Court had already ruled, in the case of Ex parte Milligan (1866), that military tribunals could not properly try civilians, even during wartime, in areas where the civil courts were open.

     Beginning in 1867, under the stern eye of Union soldiers, new state governments had been set up in the South.  They promptly fell under the control of “Scalawags” and “Carpetbaggers”, who in turn used the blacks as political henchmen.  The “Scalawags” were Southerners, sometimes able Southern Unionists.  The “Carpetbaggers” were mainly Northern adventurers and fortune seekers who supposedly packed all their worldly goods into a single carpetbag (suitcase).

Enfranchised Freedmen: 
     White Southerners bitterly resented the efforts of the Republican Radicals from 1867 to 1870 to elevate the uneducated blacks to full political equality.  The ex-slaves themselves were often bewildered by such unaccustomed responsibilities.  When they registered to vote many of them did not know their ages; even boys of 16 signed the rolls.  Some of these future voters could not even give their last names, if indeed they had any, and many took any surname that popped into their heads, often that of old “Massa.”

     Thousands of Southern whites were meanwhile being denied the vote, either by act of Congress or by new state constitutions.  At one time the black voters in 5 Southern states outnumbered the white voters.  By glaring contrast most of the Northern states, before the ratification of the 15th Amendment in 1870, with-held the ballot from their tiny black minorities.

     Both Presidents Lincoln and Johnson had proposed to give the ballot gradually to blacks who qualified for it through education, property ownership, or soldier-service.  Such a moderate program might have proved more acceptable to the ex-Confederates.

Black-and-White Legislatures in the South: 
     Many of the newly educated black legislators were literate and able; more than a few came from the ranks of the pre-war free blacks, who had often acquired considerable education.

     Writing in 1901, Booker T. Washington, the distinguished black

     educator, recalled:  “Not long ago, when passing through the streets

     of a certain city in the South, I heard some brick-masons calling out,

     from the top of a two-story brick building on which they were

     working, for the ‘Governor’ to hurry up and bring up some more

     bricks.  Several times I heard the command, Hurry up Governor!

     Hurry up, Governor!  My curiosity was aroused to such an extent that

     I made inquiry as to who the ‘Governor’ was, and soon found that he

     was a colored man who at one time had held the position of

     Lieutenant-Governor of his state.  But not all the colored people who

     were in office during the Reconstruction were unworthy of their

     positions, by all means.  Some of them were strong, upright, and

     useful men.

     In many Southern states – as in many Northern states at the same time- graft and theft ran rampant.  The worst black–and–white legislatures purchased, under “legislative supplies,” such “stationery” as hams, perfumes, suspenders, bonnets, corsets, champagne, and a coffin.  One “thrifty” carpetbag governor in a single year “saved” $100,000 from a salary of $8,000.  But to their credit, the black-and-white legislatures also passed much desirable legislation and introduced many overdue reforms.

     Public debt in the Southern states doubled and tripled.  Sometimes the expenditures were for legitimate purposes, such as rebuilding war-torn bridges or providing new educational services for the suddenly liberated blacks.  Southern debts were further bloated by the unwillingness of Northern financiers to invest their capital in ravaged Dixieland.  Tax rates meanwhile shot up ten – and 15 fold, and many propertied but disfranchised whites raised the ancient cry, “No taxation without representation.”

Knights of the White Sheet: 
Deeply embittered, some Southern whites resorted to savage measures.  A number of secret organizations mushroomed forth, the most notorious of which was the “Invisible Empire of the South,” or Ku Klux Klan, founded in Tennessee in 1866.  Besheeted night riders, their horses’ hoofs muffled, would approach the cabin of an “upstart” black and hammer on the door.  In ghoulish tones one thirsty horseman would demand a bucket of water.  Then, under pretense of drinking, he would pour it into a rubber attachment concealed beneath his mask and gown, smack his lips, and declare that this was the first water he had tasted since he was killed at the battle of Shiloh.  If fright did not produce the desired effect, force was employed.

     Such tomfoolery and terror proved partially effective.  Many ex-bondsmen and white “carpetbaggers,” quick to take a hint, shunned the polls.  But those stubborn souls who persisted in their “upstart” ways were flogged, mutilated, or even murdered.  In one Louisiana parish in 1868, the whites in two days killed or wounded 200 victims;  a pile of 25 bodies was found half-buried in the woods.  By such atrocious practices was the black “kept in his place” – that is, down.  The Klan became a refuge for numerous bandits and cut throats.  Any scoundrel could don a sheet.

     Radicals in Congress, outraged by this nightriding lawlessness, passed the harsh Force Acts of 1870 and 1871.  Federal troops were able to stamp out much of the “lash law,” but by this time the “invisible Empire” had already done its work of intimidation.  Many of the outlawed groups continued their tactics in the guise of “dancing clubs,”  “missionary societies,” and “rifle clubs,” though the net effect of all the hooded terrorists has probably been exaggerated.  Economic reprisals were often more effective, especially when causing the black to loose his job.

Johnson’s Impeachment: 
     Radical Republicans not content with curbing the President’s power now decided to remove him from office by Constitutional processes.  Under existing law the President Pro Tempore of the Senate, Radical Bluff Ben Wade of Ohio, would then become President.

     As an initial step, the Radicals in 1867 passed the Tenure of Office Act – as usual over Johnson’s veto.  Contrary to precedent, the new law required the President to secure the consent of the Senate before he could remove his appointees, once they had been approved by that body.  One purpose was to keep the Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton, who was a spy for the Radical Republicans and a hold over from the Lincoln administration in power.

     An aroused Johnson was eager to get a test case before the Supreme Court, for he believed the Tenure of Office Act to be unconstitutional.  (That slow-moving tribunal finally ruled indirectly in his favor 58 years later)  Expecting reasonable judicial speed, Johnson abruptly dismissed Stanton early in 1868.  The President did not believe that the law applied to Lincoln’s holdovers, even though the Radicals insisted otherwise.  The House of Representatives by a count of 126 to 47, voted to impeach Johnson for “high crimes and misdemeanors.”  Most of the specific accusations grew out of the President’s so-called violation of the Tenure of Office Act.

A Not Guilty Verdict for Johnson: 
     The Radical led Senate now sat as a court to try Johnson.  The House conducted the prosecution.  The trial aroused intense public interest and tickets were sold – to the amount of 1000.  It proved to be the biggest show in town.  Johnson kept his dignity and maintained a discreet silence.  His battery of attorneys were extremely able.  My a margin of only one vote, the Radicals failed to muster the 2/3 majority  for Johnson’s removal.  Johnson was clearly guilty of bad speeches, bad judgment, and bad temper, but not of “high crimes and misdemeanors.”  From the standpoint of the Radicals, his greatest crime had been to stand inflexibly in their path.

The Purchase of Alaska:
     The Russians by 1867 wanted to sell Alaska.  They had already overextended themselves in North America, and they saw that in the likely event of another war with England they probably would lose their defenseless province to the sea dominant British.  Alaska, moreover, had been ruthlessly “furred out” and was a growing economic liability.  They were very anxious to unload their “frozen asset” on the Americans.

     In 1867 Secretary of State – Seward, an ardent expansionist, signed a treaty with Russia which transferred Alaska to the United States for the bargain price of $7.2 million.  “Seward’s Folly”,  “Seward’s Icebox”,  “Frigidia”, and “Walrussia” were nicknames the U.S. population gave to his purchase.

     Why then did Congress and the American public sanction the purchase?  For one thing Russia, alone among the powers, had been conspicuously friendly to the North during the recent Civil War.  Besides, the territory was rumored to be teeming with furs, fish, and gold, and it might yet “pan out” profitable – as it later did with natural resources, including oil and gas.

Heritage of Reconstruction: 
     Many historians have ranked Reconstruction as one of America’s tragic failures.  The Republic fumbled away the opportunity to close the bloody chasm between North and South.  Yet when it was over, there was no wholesale blood purges.  No one was executed for a purely political offense, though the foreign-born commander of the Confederate prison (Andersonville) was hanged for murder, as were surviving conspirators in the Lincoln assassination.  Probably no large-scale and unsuccessful revolt has ever ended with so little head rolling.

     The “Solid South” would now for decades form a solid Democratic body.  The blacks were freed, but only partially free.  They would not vote freely for many years.

