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With a legislative style more flamboyant and 
aggressive than his predecessors’, and considerable 

oratorical skills, young, talented robert elliott regularly 
dazzled audiences. Possessing a strong, clear voice 
“suggestive of large experience in outdoor speaking,” elliott 
fought passionately to pass a comprehensive civil rights 
bill in his two terms in congress. However, his fealty to 
the south carolina republican Party led him to resign his 
seat in the U.s. House of representatives to serve the state 
government in columbia.1 elliott’s classical education, 
photographic memory, and obsession with politics 
impressed contemporary observers. “He knew the political 
condition of every nook and corner throughout the state,” 
elliott’s law partner Daniel augustus straker commented. 
“[elliott] knew every important person in every county, 
town or village and the history of the entire state as it 
related to politics.”2

robert elliott was born on august 11, 1842, likely to 
West indian parents in liverpool, england.3 He received 
a public school education in england and learned a 
typesetter’s trade. elliott served in the British navy, arriving 
on a warship in Boston around 1867. Historical records 
show that in late 1867 robert elliott lived in charleston, 
south carolina, where he was an associate editor for the 
South Carolina Leader, a freedmen’s newspaper owned by 
future representative richard H. cain. elliott married 
grace lee, a free mulatto from Boston or charleston, 
sometime before 1870. The couple had no children.4

robert elliott was intellectually gifted and well-
educated. He often quoted classical literature and 
demonstrated facility with several languages. He quickly 
dove into reconstruction-era republican politics in his 
new south carolina home, emerging as a leading figure at 
the 1868 state constitutional convention. one of 78 black 
delegates at the convention, he advocated compulsory 

public education (although he opposed school integration) 
and helped defeat the imposition of a poll tax and a 
literacy test for voters. at the state republican convention 
that year, he was nominated for lieutenant governor, but 
dropped out of the race after finishing third on the first 
ballot.5 later in 1868, while serving as the only black 
member of the Barnwell county board of commissioners, 
elliott was elected to the state house of representatives, 
where he remained until 1870. He almost was elected 
speaker—placing second on the balloting—and he went 
on to receive influential assignments as chairman of the 
committee on railroads and chairman of the committee 
on privileges and elections. During his tenure in the state 
assembly, elliott used his keen intelligence and ambition 
to study law and was admitted to the south carolina bar 
in september 1868. in 1870, republican governor robert 
k. scott appointed elliott the assistant adjutant general 
of south carolina, giving him authority to raise the state 
militia to protect black citizens from the ku klux klan. 
shortly thereafter, elliott came to believe scott was using 
him for his own political advantage, and he resigned later 
that year. nevertheless, he served on the south carolina 
republican executive committee throughout his career.

in october 1870, republicans in a west-central south 
carolina congressional district nominated robert elliott 
over incumbent solomon l. Hoge to run for a seat in the 
U.s. House of representatives. The district included the 
capital, columbia, and had only a slight black majority. 
The seat was once held by representative Preston Brooks, 
notorious for his caning assault on senator charles sumner 
in 1856. elliott faced Union reform Party candidate John 
e. Bacon, the son of a prominent, aristocratic, low country 
family. The election was contentious. Bacon accused elliott 
of using his position on the committee on railroads in 
the state legislature to line his own pockets.6 Though the 
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New York Times predicted Bacon’s victory, elliott soundly 
defeated him with 60 percent of the vote.7 He was sworn 
in to the 42nd congress (1871–1873) on march 4, 1871. 

White colleagues received elliott coolly. His dark skin 
came as a shock, as the two other african americans on 
the floor, Joseph rainey and Jefferson long, were light-
skinned mulattos. Described as the first “genuine african” 
in congress, elliott seemed to embody the new political 
opportunities—and southern white apprehensions—
ushered in by emancipation. “i shall never forget [my 
first day in congress],” elliott later recalled. “i found 
myself the center of attraction. everything was still.”8 
furthermore, his politics were more radical than his 
african-american colleagues’, and his unwavering stance 
for black civil rights made many representatives of both 
parties wary of his intentions. elliott was given a position 
on the committee on education and labor, where he 
served during both of his terms.

The current of suspicion surrounding his arrival did 
not erode elliott’s natural confidence. He gave his maiden 
speech just 10 days after his swearing-in, challenging  
the amnesty Bill, which re-established the political rights 
of nearly all former confederates, and quickly followed 
that speech with another supporting the ku klux klan  
Bill, aimed at curbing the terrorist activities of the 
clandestine organization. 

rising racial violence in his home state stirred elliott 
to speak. Just before christmas 1870, a white whiskey 
peddler allegedly was killed by a group of drunk, black 
militiamen in the town of Union courthouse, south 
carolina. Thirteen men were arrested in connection with 
the crime, but before they were tried, the ku klux klan 
raided several jails, executing the suspects. The klansmen 
subsequently posted a notice on the Union courthouse 
jail door justifying the lynchings and warning other 
african americans in the state. elliott argued for a delay 
in the restoration of political rights to ex-confederates 
and pleaded with congress to protect the rights of 
african americans and other loyal southerners from 
terror organizations. referring to the violence at Union 

courthouse, elliott told his colleagues that “to relieve those 
men of their disabilities at this time would be regarded by 
the loyal men of the south as an evidence of weakness of 
this great government, and of an intention on the part of 
this congress to foster the men who today are outraging 
the good and loyal people of the south.”9 elliott’s 
arguments against the amnesty Bill ultimately failed, as the 
measure passed the following year. 

elliott’s efforts to enact legislation to weaken the klan 
were more successful. in his april 1 speech, he read the 
letter posted by the klansmen at the Union courthouse 
jail, following it with words about the prejudice against 
his race: “it is custom, sir, of Democratic [newspapers] 
to stigmatize the negroes of the south as being in a semi-
barbarous condition; but pray tell me, who is the barbarian 
here, the murderer or the victim? i fling back in the teeth 
of those who make it this most false and foul aspersion 
upon the negro of the southern states.”10 The Third ku 
klux klan Bill, which reinforced freedmen’s voting rights, 
passed and was signed into law three weeks later. The 
following october, President Ulysses s. grant used the 
powers granted him by the bill to suspend habeas corpus 
in nine southern states, facilitating the prosecution of 
klansmen. elliott felt his life was in danger, and before 
leaving for columbia the following day, he wrote his 
wife with instructions in case of his death.11 also in the 
42nd congress, elliott attempted in may 1872 to 
gain appropriations to pull south carolina out of its 
postwar debt.

in october 1872, elliott was re-elected practically 
unopposed, garnering 93 percent of the vote against two 
weak Democrats, W. H. mccaw and samuel mcgovan.12 
in november, elliott attempted to become the first 
african american to win a full term in the U.s. senate. 
The state general assembly voted 73 to 27 to elect his 
opponent, carpetbagger John J. Patterson, but two hours 
later, Patterson was arrested and charged with bribing a 
number of state legislators. (elliott claimed he was offered 
between $10,000 and $15,000 to drop out of the race.)13 
The corrupt south carolina government later dropped the 
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charges, and Patterson was duly elected. elliott returned to 
his House seat in December 1873 for the opening of the 
43rd congress (1873–1875) and received an additional 
assignment on the committee on the militia.

During his second term, elliott worked to help pass 
massachusetts senator charles sumner’s civil rights Bill, 
to eliminate discrimination from public transportation, 
public accommodations, and schools. elliott gained 
national attention for a speech rebuffing opponents of the 
bill, who argued that federal enforcement of civil rights 
was unconstitutional. responding to former confederate 
Vice President alexander stephens of georgia, who had 
been re-elected to the House, elliott reaffirmed his belief 
in the right and duty of congress to legislate against 
discrimination. He concluded by evoking the sacrifices 
made during the civil War and asserting that its true 
purpose was to obtain civil rights for all americans, 
including women, who experienced discrimination. 
elliott undoubtedly drew upon a large reserve of personal 
experience with racism. like other african-american 
representatives, he faced discrimination almost daily, 
particularly in restaurants and on public transportation.14 
Before a packed House, elliott stated his universal support 
for civil rights, “i regret, sir, that the dark hue of my skin 
may lend a color to the imputation that i am controlled 
by motives personal to myself in my advocacy of this great 
measure of national justice. The motive that impels me 
is restricted to no such boundary, but is as broad as your 
constitution. i advocate it because it is right.”15 elliott’s 
youthful appearance and the “harmony of his delivery” 
contrasted sharply with those of the elderly stephens, who, 
confined to a wheelchair, dryly read a prepared speech.16 
The Chicago Tribune published a glowing review, noting 
that “fair-skinned men in congress . . . might learn 
something from this black man.”17

elliott returned to south carolina on february 
6, 1874, although congress was still in session. His 
well-publicized speeches left him a hero among black 
constituents, but elliott realized that the corruption in 
the state’s republican Party was allowing the Democrats 

to gain power and endangering the prospects of black 
politicians. after the death of senator sumner in early 
march 1874, elliott delivered a famous eulogy at Boston’s 
faneuil Hall. shortly afterward, he returned to south 
carolina and resigned his House seat on november 1, 
1874. Wishing to remain close to the south carolina 
government, elliott subsequently ran for and won a seat in 
the state general assembly.18 

The general assembly elected elliott speaker of the 
house, (he succeeded south carolina’s first black speaker, 
samuel lee). after serving in that position until 1876, 
elliott was elected state attorney general in a bitter and 
controversial race; however, the collapse of the state’s 
reconstruction government the following year and the 
withdrawal of federal troops forced him out of office 
in may 1877. after leaving his post, elliott founded a 
law practice, but it attracted few customers. in 1879, he 
accepted an appointment as a special customs inspector for 
the Treasury Department in charleston, south carolina. 
on a trip to florida, he contracted malaria, which severely 
undermined his health for the remainder of his life. 
elliott remained active in politics, however, working on 
Treasury secretary John sherman’s campaign for President, 
seconding his nomination and managing his black 
delegates at the 1880 republican national convention. 
in January 1881, elliott was part of a black delegation 
that met with President James garfield to protest the lack 
of civil and political rights in the south. in may of that 
year, the Treasury Department transferred him to new 
orleans, uprooting him from his home and causing him 
great personal anguish. elliott was dismissed as a Treasury 
inspector in 1882. Unable to afford to return to south 
carolina, he started another law practice in new orleans. 
robert elliott lapsed into poverty before his death on 
august 9, 1884.
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“I regret, sir, that the dark 

hue of my skin may lend a 

color to the imputation 

that I am controlled by 

motives personal to myself 

in my advocacy of this great 

measure of national justice,” 

Elliott said of his support 

for the Civil Rights Bill  

of 1875. “The motive that 

impels me is restricted to  

no such boundary, but is as 

broad as your Constitution.  

I advocate it because  

it is right.”
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